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Editorial 

Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian VET – A Cross-Contextual Inquiry 
We are thrilled to welcome readers to the Proceedings of the 6th Crossing Boundaries in 

Vocational Education and Training conference. This dynamic scholarly event unites research-
ers for meaningful dialogue on vocational education and training. The contributions' diversity 
and quality showcase the research field's rich perspectives and the enduring significance of 
VET as a catalyst for educational, economic, and social change. We believe this volume will 
inspire fruitful discussions and encourage shared learning across various contexts, traditions, 
and disciplines – both during the conference and afterwards. 

This volume features 70 contributions that reflect the diverse and evolving field of VET 
research in 2025. Centred on the theme “Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Edu-
cation and Training: Key Challenges and Strategies from a Holistic and Multi-Contextual Ap-
proach“, the papers tackle critical issues related to access, participation, educational outcomes, 
and reforms in VET across various regions and contexts. 

What emerges is a colourful mosaic of viewpoints that cross disciplinary, methodological, 
and national boundaries. Collectively, they express a strong commitment to reevaluating VET 
as not just a means for labour market integration, but as a space for personal growth, social 
inclusion, and democratic engagement. 

A key issue highlighted in many papers is the impact of structural inequalities on partici-
pation in various VET pathways and their associated career prospects. Several studies indicate 
persistent trends of gender segregation, socio-economic divides, and challenges faced by mi-
grants. Additionally, some studies explore how vocational aspirations develop and are limited 
across different educational systems and emphasise that targeted support, along with acknowl-
edgement of learners’ backgrounds and goals, can enhance participation and outcomes. 

Another key focus is on transitions and trajectories – not just from school to work, but 
throughout the life course. Whether examining early vocational decision-making, adult learn-
ing, or mid-career upskilling, many contributions emphasise the need for VET systems to ac-
commodate diverse and non-linear educational journeys. This necessitates more flexible offer-
ings, guidance structures, and recognition mechanisms that are aligned with learners’ realities. 

The development of VET professionals represents a third major strand. Several papers ar-
gue that inclusive VET needs a redefinition of the roles and skills of teachers, trainers, and 
guidance personnel. There is an emerging agreement that VET professionals require assistance 
to address the increasing diversity of learners alongside the evolving challenges of digitalisa-
tion, sustainability, and work-based learning. 

Whether in urban areas or rural settings, and across dual systems or school-based models, 
the papers collectively explore how policy, culture, and context influence the opportunities and 
challenges of inclusive VET. Additionally, multiple contributions suggest specific strategies—
such as curriculum reform, participatory governance, and cross-sectoral collaboration—that 
can effectively address ongoing gaps. 

A particularly noteworthy feature of this volume is the consistent effort to reflect across 
contexts. Many authors engage in critical dialogue with practices and findings from other coun-
tries, fostering a shared learning culture. 

Taken together, the papers emphasise the essential role of VET in addressing societal chal-
lenges. They also highlight that unlocking the potential of VET demands ongoing critical re-
flection and a steadfast commitment to equity, quality, and inclusion. This volume aids this 
effort – serving as an academic resource, reflecting ongoing discussions, and inviting collabo-
rative action across boundaries. 
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Participants were selected based on the submission of a proposal for the conference, which 
underwent a rigorous double-blind review conducted by members of the VETNET community. 
Upon acceptance, participants were required to submit a short full paper prior to the conference, 
which was included in this volume of proceedings. Submitting a paper was a prerequisite for 
conference participation. Each short paper received additional feedback in preparation for pub-
lication. Specifically, papers were read and commented on by the editorial team and a critical 
friend – another participant of the conference – who engaged constructively with the work. This 
collaborative review structure reflects the spirit of the Crossing Boundaries conference: foster-
ing dialogue, critical reflection, and joint learning. 

We would like to express our sincere gratitude to our VETNET colleagues for their support 
during the review process – without their contributions, this publication would not have been 
ready in time for the conference. Above all, we thank the authors and co-authors for their com-
mitment and scholarly engagement. Their work forms the heart of this volume. While the con-
ference papers are published as edited volume, full responsibility for content and copyright 
remains with the respective authors. 

We would also like to warmly acknowledge the invaluable contributions of all members of 
the Vocational Education and Training Research and Innovation Laboratory (LABVET) at the 
University of the Balearic Islands. Their dedication, creativity, and commitment were instru-
mental in shaping and delivering this conference. The event would not have been possible with-
out their tireless efforts and collaborative spirit. 

Our heartfelt thanks also go to CaixaBank Dualiza, the Department of Applied Pedagogy 
and Educational Psychology, and the Institute for Educational Research and Innovation at the 
University of the Balearic Islands. Their generous financial and institutional support made it 
possible to bring together a diverse international community of researchers and to share their 
work through this publication. 

We hope you find the papers in this volume inspiring and thought-provoking. Our desire 
is that they ignite fresh ideas, stimulate critical reflection, and promote ongoing dialogue within 
the VET research community. We eagerly anticipate welcoming you to the next Crossing 
Boundaries conference in 2027, which presents another chance to advance our collective jour-
ney toward inclusive and progressive vocational education and training. Additional details will 
be shared in due course on https://vetnetsite.org. 

 
Dr Elena Quintana-Murci  
University of the Balearic Islands, Palma, Mallorca, Spain 
 
Prof. Dr Francesca Salvà-Mut 
University of the Balearic Islands, Palma, Mallorca, Spain 
 
Prof. Dr Barbara E. Stalder, VETNET chair/link convenor of VETNET 
Bern University of Teacher Education 

 
Dr Christof Nägele, VETNET chair/link convenor of VETNET  
University of Applied Sciences and Arts Northwestern Switzerland, School of Education and 
University of Basel 
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Organisers and Collaborators of the Crossing Boundaries 2025 
 

 
Laboratory for Research and Innovation in Vocational Education and Training (UIB) 
The Laboratory for Research and Innovation in Vocational Education and Training (VET-Lab) 
is a research centre within the Department of Applied Pedagogy and Educational Psychology 
at the University of the Balearic Islands (UIB). The VET-Lab focuses on investigating and 
promoting innovative practices in vocational education and training. Its mission includes ana-
lysing dropout and stopout processes, addressing gender segregation in VET, and exploring 
strategies to foster inclusive and egalitarian vocational education systems. The laboratory em-
phasizes a holistic and multi-contextual approach, considering structural, institutional, contex-
tual, and personal factors influencing VET pathways. 
For more information, please visit https://labvet.uib.eu/ 
 

 
The European Research Network in Vocational Education and Training (VETNET) is a leading 
scholarly community dedicated to advancing research and development in vocational education 
and training (VET). Established in 1996 as the second research network of the European Edu-
cational Research Association (EERA), VETNET encompasses a broad spectrum of VET-re-
lated research, including initial and continuing vocational training, both school-based and 
workplace-based learning provisions, as well as the development of pedagogic expertise for 
vocational and professional education. 
VETNET actively promotes high-quality research and fosters collaboration among researchers, 
practitioners, and policymakers. It organizes conferences, publishes scholarly work, and sup-
ports emerging researchers through initiatives like the European Emerging Researchers Net-
work (EERN-VETNET). 
For more information, please visit vetnetsite.org 
 

 
CaixaBank Dualiza is an initiative by the CaixaBank Foundation for Dual Training, aimed at 
promoting Vocational Education and Training (VET) and its dual modality in Spain. Its objec-
tive is to enhance students’ employability and boost business competitiveness through three 
main lines of action: promoting VET, guidance, and research. 
CaixaBank Dualiza has also formed partnerships with organisations such as the Spanish Cham-
ber of Commerce to support soft skills training programmes and to host awareness events on 
VET. In addition, its VET Observatory provides data and analysis to support informed decision-
making in the education and labour sectors. 
Through these initiatives, CaixaBank Dualiza reaffirms its commitment to VET as a key tool 
for training workers and meeting the needs of the labour market 
For more information, please visit https://www.caixabankdualiza.es/caixabank-dualiza/ 
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The Institute for Educational Research and Innovation (IRIE) is a research centre affiliated with 
the University of the Balearic Islands (UIB), committed to advancing educational knowledge 
through research, innovation, and collaboration. Its key areas of focus include multilingualism, 
inclusive education, gender, VET, dropout prevention, educational technology, and teacher 
training. The institute leads both nationally and EU-funded projects (such as Erasmus+) and 
offers doctoral and postgraduate programmes in education and educational technology. 
Moreover, IRIE actively promotes academic dissemination through publications, seminars, and 
conferences, facilitating the transfer of knowledge to education professionals and institutions. 
It collaborates with national and international bodies, including the Spanish Network of Insti-
tutes for Educational Research, and supports research visits from scholars at other institutions. 
Through this comprehensive and collaborative approach, IRIE makes a significant contribution 
to the improvement of educational policy and practice within a global context. 
For more information, please visit https://irie.uib.cat/en/ 
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Getting Skills Right for Food and Beverages Manufacturing Companies in 
South Africa 

Allais, Stephanie 
matseleng.allais@wits.ac.za, Centre for Researching Education and Labour, University of the 
Witwatersrand 

Abstract 
Context: The specific context for this study is food and beverage manufacturing companies in 
South Africa. The broader context is a set of systems for understanding skills needs and for 
supporting and incentivising training which work poorly, and wide criticism of the vocational 
education and training (VET) system. The research explores skills development and utilization 
at a company and industry level. 
Approach: The research is conducted through a desktop review of the 13 industries that consti-
tute the food and beverage manufacturing sector, and in-depth interviews in 50 companies, as 
well as industry associations. 
Findings: A few specific, highly concentrated industries have specific modes of provision, and 
it is generally these that have stronger occupational roles for workers at the level of machine 
operators or production workers. In general, companies do extensive training, but it is mainly 
company-specific and not building a broad body of occupational expertise. Existing vocational 
qualifications offered through workplaces are used for recruitment more than for training. 
Conclusions: The research highlights how complex the idea of employer-led VET is and em-
phasizes the need for a strong focus on provision systems and the role of the state in this regard. 

Keywords 
skills planning, skills levy, employer-led training, skill formation regime 

1 Introduction 
This paper presents interim findings from research into skill formation in food and bever-

age manufacturing companies in South Africa. A key aim is to explore possibilities for improv-
ing how sectoral skills bodies obtain insight from employers as well as fund training provision. 

Sector skills bodies, usually called sector skills councils, sometimes industry skills coun-
cils, have been created in many countries for engagement with employers on skills issues. Based 
initially on policies in the United Kingdom (UK), and developed extensively in Australia, they 
are now being developed in many low- and middle-income countries. They have become a 
focus of policy attention because it is believed that they can ensure industry involvement in 
VET systems and policies, to ensure greater responsiveness and relevance to employer needs 
(ILO, 2021). 

A related policy is skills levies, whereby an agreed tax on employers goes into a dedicated 
training fund. A number of African countries have set up training levies to incentivize training, 
and in some cases they are the main source of financing for VET (Johanson, 2009; Ngatia & 
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Rigolini, 2019; Palmer, 2020; Walther & Uhder, 2014). In some cases, and South Africa is a 
case in point, they are directly managed by the sectoral skills bodies, but in others they simply 
finance the formal provision of VET. 

South Africa’s sectoral skills bodies are called Sectoral Education and Training Authorities 
(SETAs). They were created in 1997 (Republic of South Africa, Department of Labour 1997) 
under the then Ministry of Labour through a levy-grant system that had been negotiated during 
the transition to democracy (Akoojee et al., 2005; Allais, 2013; Kraak, 2004, 2008; Ngcwangu, 
2014). The system was set up with two main aims: to improve insight into employers’ skills 
needs, and to improve the amount of training taking place, both by incentivizing employers to 
train, and by funding training to support employers’ skills needs collectively. The system has 
been the subject of considerable evaluation, contestation, and debate, as well as a Ministerial 
Review (DHET, 2012; Mzabalazo and REAL, 2018; Singizi Consulting, 2007) and continue to 
be highly criticized. 

Our research aims to explore sectoral, workplace, and occupational level skill formation 
issues, with a view to exploring how to improve systems for building insights into the needs of 
companies, and provision models for ensuring that the right kinds of training happen. This paper 
presents preliminary analysis mid-way through field work. 

2 Problem Statement 
There are various conceptual problems that lead to this research. One is the paradox of 

governments trying to design systems for employer leadership of VET. Another is the conun-
drum of the role of VET where clear and meaningful occupational roles are not apparent in 
workplaces. At a policy level, there is also a variety of problems. One is that South Africa’s 
systems for understanding skills needs have many serious problems, both in terms of the in-
sights produced and how this information is used to plan training provision (Allais, 2022; Allais 
& Ngcwangu, 2023). Another policy problem is in the design and implementation of systems 
for encouraging and supporting the training needed by employers. Research suggests that em-
ployers struggle to get support for the training that they feel is most important for their work-
place—despite the fact that the purpose of the skills levy was originally to incentivize and sup-
port employers to do training (Allais & Ngcwangu, 2023). Going back to the first conceptual 
problem, there are high levels of dissatisfaction with the system. Increasingly, employers are 
not opting out. After decades of reforms with very little success, there is a need for insights into 
how things could be done differently, and in what ways and to what extent vocational skills 
development could play a meaningful role in supporting manufacturing companies. 

3 Literature Review 
The research is situated within a broad body of international literature on skill formation 

systems, alongside extensive studies conducted in South Africa that have identified weaknesses 
in the current systems. 

In terms of the former body of research, a persistent issue in many countries is the inade-
quate involvement of employers in shaping training systems. A common critique is that voca-
tional education and training (VET) systems are disconnected from employers and their specific 
training needs (Arias et al., 2019; Cameron et al., 2018; W. O. Lee et al., 2023; Schneider, 
2023). Strategies to increase employer engagement, such as creating funding levies that give 
employers more control over aspects of provision, have gained popularity in many countries 
(Gonçalves, 2019; Gonzalez-Martinez & Gardiner, 2019; Mehotra & Singh, 2019; Palmer, 
2020). Sector skills bodies, in particular, are promoted and developed in many low- and middle-
income countries with the aim of facilitating employer involvement and leadership (ILO, 2021). 
These bodies are envisaged as platforms for stakeholder engagement, with employers playing 
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a key role in connecting the worlds of work and education/training. They originated in the 
United Kingdom (UK), where their impact on improving employer control and engagement has 
been mixed (Keep, 2005, 2007, 2012; Payne, 2008). They were later adopted in Australia and 
Canada (Hughes & Hughes, 2010) and are now being established in many low- and middle-
income countries. In some contexts, sector skills bodies are combined with training levies 
(Payne, 2008). 

Sector skills bodies are seen as important for skills anticipation. The hope is that if em-
ployers are in the driving seat, VET systems will be relevant to their needs and the broader 
needs of economies. However, the paradox is that they are seldom created by employers, and 
governments that set them up frequently struggle to get employers to participate. Further, much 
research suggests limitations in terms of how employers think about and are able to articulate 
skills needs (Gamble, 2016a, 2016b). 

South Africa has a complex regulatory framework that employs a funding-driven approach, 
assuming that market participants will respond to specific funding levers and incentives (Allais, 
2024; Allais & Ngcwangu, 2025). Employers with an annual payroll over R500,000 are re-
quired to pay a 1% payroll levy, which is then allocated through the tax system to Sectoral 
bodies. Employers can receive a portion of the levy back (the exact amount is subject to a 
current contestation) when they submit an annual workplace skills plan and training report. 
SETAs aggregate the employers’ priorities into a Sector Skills Plan, which is used to fund and 
support necessary training, aside from a small portion reserved for administration and other 
purposes. 

SETAs use two main mechanisms to disburse funds: designated ‘funding windows’ for 
employers and training providers to apply for, and bursaries. These mechanisms are informed 
by aggregated data from employers, as well as labour force trends and SETA research. Em-
ployers and providers can bid for funding through these channels, though Lee (2023) charac-
terizes this process as having high transactional costs. 

However, much of the data employers submit on skills needs is distorted by systemic com-
plications (Allais & Ngcwangu, 2025). On the training side, problems (aside from corruption, 
of which the skills system has by no means been free) has been the absence of distinctions 
between funding for short-term interventions—such as an urgent training programme for a new 
machine—and long-term interventions—for example training more engineers. 

Sector skills councils and training funds have mainly been implemented in countries with-
out organic or well-established involvement of employers in vocational education systems. This 
leads to the second body of research literature—on the political economy of skill formation. 
Research in advanced capitalist countries suggests that national economic, social, and political 
factors influence how skills are developed (Buchanan et al., 2001; Busemeyer & Iversen, 2012; 
Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012; Hall & Soskice, 2001). This includes factors such as when 
vocational specialization begins (in terms of age and level in the formal education and training 
system), the scope of that specialization (how broad or narrow it is), the role of companies in 
the vocational education and training system, and the nature and extent of workplace-based 
training. In contrast, research on low- and middle-income countries suggests that factors influ-
encing skill formation may differ from those in wealthier nations, with global value chains and 
local labor markets playing a more significant role. 

The research is located in a broad body of international literature on skill formation sys-
tems, as well as extensive research in South Africa that has examined weaknesses in the current 
systems. Literature on skill formation systems in the advanced capitalist countries suggests that 
national economic, social, and political factors shape the ways in which skills are developed—
including factors such as, when (at what age and level of the formal education and training 
system) vocational specialization starts; the nature of specialization (how broad or narrow it is); 
the role of companies in the formal vocational education and training system; and the nature of 
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and extent of workplace-based training. Literature on low- and middle-income countries sug-
gests that the factors that have shaped skill formation in wealthy countries may not be the same, 
and that global value chains and local labour markets may play greater roles; further, it suggests 
that industry-level skill formation may be more useful to study than national (Allais, 2023; 
Bogliaccini & Madariaga, 2020; Maurer, 2012; Sancak, 2022). 

In summary, the ways in which skills needs are likely to change, the ways in which training 
is most likely to support industry, and the kinds of training that are developed within industries 
and sectors may be shaped by many different factors: 

 
• At an international level, factors like value chains, demands from export markets, and in-

ternational labour markets affect skill formation. 
• At a national level, there is also a diverse range of factors, ranging from more direct factors 

like the nature and quality of the national education system, to factors like social policy 
and the nature of labour markets, to indirect factors like stable electricity that supports 
company growth. 

• Dynamics in different sectors can might lend themselves to specific models of skill for-
mation—such as dominance by international companies, high degrees of market concen-
tration, or the nature of unionization and extent of collective bargaining. All of these may 
also apply at a sub-sectoral level. 

• Company-specific factors—the nature of work organization, company culture, specific 
technology, customized processes, and many others factors may mean that company-level 
factors determine skills needs. 

• At the occupational level some occupations may be growing, shrinking, being broken up 
and casualized, or changing because of, say, technology or changes to more environmen-
tally friendly production processes. 

• And skills are at least partially determined at an individual level, by the motivation, oppor-
tunities, and achievements of individuals in workplaces. 

4 Methodology 

The research therefore aims to explore skill formation at three levels. Firstly, it explores 
the nature and trajectory of different sub-sectors/ industries, and whether they lend themselves 
to different types of training. Secondly, it explores the ways in which skills are understood, 
utilized, and developed in workplaces, and the implications for building systems to gain insight 
into skills needs as well as supporting training. Thirdly, it explores the extent to which there are 
commonalities in terms of required expertise and skill across two key mid-level occupational 
levels, that of production workers/machine operators, and that are skilled trades workers (arti-
sans) and technicians. 

Data gathering is taking place through desk-based research studies of specific industries; 
in-depth interviews of 1 (in micro-enterprises) to 8 people in about 30 workplaces; workplace 
observations; and interviews with industry associations and trade unions. Sampling is based on 
ensuring a representation of workplaces across food and beverage manufacturing industries, as 
well as a range of company sizes, in three main geographic locations, but is also heavily affected 
by willingness of companies to allow access to researchers. Within workplaces, interviews are 
being conducted with company/ plant managers, human resource managers, training managers, 
production managers, machine operators, skilled crafts workers, and technicians. Field work is 
currently underway: the desktop studies of specific industries have been written; 20 industry 
association interviews have taken place, and 22 company visits and interviews have taken place. 
The paper presents preliminary analysis of the research to-date, as part of strengthening the 
remainder of the fieldwork. 
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5 Results To-Date 
As the research is still underway, in this section I discuss some key findings that seem to 

be emerging, as well as reflecting on the strengths and limitations of the methodologies em-
ployed so far, and how we might try to augment what we have done to-date. 

In terms of industry differences in skill formation, from the desk top review, the industries 
that are most likely to have specific skill formation regimes are dairy, wine, beer and malt, fish, 
and meat processing. Other food and beverage manufacturing companies are allocated an in-
dustrial classification code (SIC), but the classifications have little salience for thinking about 
skills planning or models of provision. There are factors that affect skill formation which are 
sector-wide, such as food health and safety legislation and regulations, and there are also many 
that are cross-sector—where the primary food producers and the food retailers overlap with the 
food manufacturers. Distinctions between large, medium, and small companies are likely to be 
much more salient than those between sub-sectors. 

In terms of models of provision for the sector, interviews with industry associations showed 
how a training institutional landscape (Industry Training Boards) was either dismantled or ne-
glected after the shift to a more state regulatory model in 1996, with the creation of the SETAs 
as quality assurance regulators. Prior to the creation of the SETAs, South Africa had Industry 
Training Boards in some economic sectors, which played an actual training role. In some in-
dustries, centralized provision models have survived, but in most they have not. The policy 
response initially assumed that private providers would emerge; subsequently public technical 
and vocational training colleges were seen as playing this role, but this has also not worked. So 
the key policy question is about whether, and how, SETAs should support industry-based train-
ing provision, and where they are most needed. 

Further, it is clear from almost all companies visited that a considerable amount of training 
is taking place, and that training is a major priority for companies, and would in all likelihood 
be happening with or without the SETAs. This is important because a key rationale for creating 
the skills levy was the assumption that companies don’t train outside of highly specific internal 
needs. The extensive training which we did find is, in many cases, very company specific, and 
may not enable a worker to move across companies. The training which SETAs support is 
intended to build broader training to support industries as a whole, and worker movement across 
companies. Here, findings are more concerning. 

There are some training programmes that appear to be valued by companies, such as the 
learnerships that companies can get funding from the SETA to offer. Here, qualifications in 
food packaging and handling are used, and workers are employed as learners who gain work 
experience as well as some off-the-job learning. However, these qualifications appear to be 
used almost entirely for hiring purposes—for screening workers. In some cases, they are valued 
because they produce workers who are habituated to the culture and environment of the work-
place, but, they do not, for example, replace a senior secondary school leaving certificate with 
Maths and Science as a hiring mechanism. In other words—company representatives describe 
both as viable routes into a machine operator job. This suggests that the substance of the qual-
ification, or the types of knowledge and skills contained in it, are not what is central to its value 
to companies, but rather, it is playing some role in compensating for the poor education most 
South Africans receive in school, and some role in providing a subsidized route for habituating 
workers to the specific work environment and enabling employers to try them out. 

This leads to some emerging findings about occupations. A key interest for the research is 
the extent to which the occupational categories that have been used to design new vocational 
qualifications are meaningful ‘training occupations’. In other words, is there an occupational 
identity that extends beyond the job descriptions of particular workplaces, or, are production 
workers doing disparate jobs across companies, with little commonality. To-date we have found 
that there is slippage between the categories of skilled trades workers and technicians in many 
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companies, whereby they are often treated as overlapping occupational categories, although 
both are associated with clear training pathways, and skilled tradesworkers with trade tests. 
Where skilled tradesworkers are the focus in companies, in general the emphasis is on broader, 
more skilled trades workers: many companies have emphasized a preference for millwrights. 

In terms of machine operators and production workers, the research to-date suggests that 
this occupational category does not reflect a ‘training occupation’. In other words, there is little 
indication of a common body of expertise, knowledge, and skill even within factories, never 
mind across factories, at this level. Technological change could be a factor that is shifting this, 
as in some of the more automated factories, the work of machine operators appears to becoming 
more skilled, even as the number of workers employed is declining. However, in these cases it 
is still not clear how much mobility there would be for machine operators and production work-
ers across companies in the sector; the work and training are specific to the specific machines 
and technology. 

Finally, one issue that we are struggling to gain clear insights into is how to improve how 
we talk to employers about skills needs. As has been found by many researchers, employers 
emphasise ‘soft skills’ and being habituated to the work environment, as well as talking about 
training on their specific machines and production processes. This is frustrating and not helpful 
for improving skills planning, The problems that we are encountering highlights how hard it is 
to get meaningful information from employers about skills shortages, and requires considerable 
further reflection once the research is complete. From the research to-date, it’s hard to think 
about what we could ask them differently in the skills planning process to encourage them to 
be more specific in the skills planning processes. It may be worth adding here that in general 
employers don’t report difficulties in hiring—or finding the skills that they need. 

The research to-date highlights some central conundrums with the idea of trying to encour-
age employers to lead VET provision. One aspect of this is what employers want to train is not 
what the state wants them to want: employers key focus is on their immediate specific needs, 
not on training beyond their specific needs as a company. Nor do they want to identify these 
wider skills needs.  The obvious alternative is for the state to focus on building provision sys-
tems—but where states have done this, in low- and middle-income countries the providers that 
emerge are mainly criticized for being out of touch with employers. South Africa did, in the 
past, have a model that in some ways bridged this conundrum, by allowing industries to coor-
dinate and organize their own training. While it only worked in a few industries, it might give 
better direction than the current model that emphasizes a regulatory role for state institutions 
and a regulatory role for sector skills bodies, with insufficient funds and energy being focused 
on actually building forms of provision that make sense for companies and industries. 
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Abstract 
Context: The decline in applicants to vocational education programmes in Sweden has led the 
government to implement measures such as Yrkesvux (vocational upper secondary education 
for adults) to train unemployed adults, including newly arrived immigrants. Yrkesvux offers 
vocational upper secondary education for adults without a complete upper secondary education, 
typically lasting one to two years. The program combines vocational training with subjects like 
Swedish, English, and mathematics, and includes workplace-based learning. Upon completion 
of the education, students receive a vocational diploma for the profession they have trained for. 
This study, as part of a larger project on adult vocational students’ narrated experiences, uses 
interviews with 16 adults of Swedish and immigrant backgrounds to explore their working life 
and vocational studies. In this article, I focus on the experiences of two individuals, Alexander 
and Samed, as their stories provide contrasting perspectives on the challenges and opportunities 
faced by native Swedes and newly arrived immigrants. These narratives were selected to high-
light the diverse experiences within the broader sample of 16 interviews. While the findings 
from Alexander and Samed's stories offer specific insights, they also reflect broader themes 
observed across the entire sample. 
Approach: The research employs Bourdieu’s capital theory to analyse the vocational and life 
experiences of these students. Narrative interviews were conducted with 16 adults, focusing on 
their working life and vocational studies. 
Findings: The findings reveal that previous vocational skills seem to influence educational 
choices and career paths. Students with strong practical skills and interests in specific fields 
often choose vocational education that aligns with their prior experiences. However, the lack 
of formal recognition of these skills can pose challenges, necessitating further education to ob-
tain formal qualifications. The study highlights the importance of economic, social, cultural, 
and symbolic capital in shaping students’ educational and career decisions. Immigrants, in par-
ticular, face additional challenges such as learning a new language and adapting to a different 
cultural and educational context. 
Conclusions: These findings offer valuable insights for policy development and educational 
programmes aimed at facilitating integration and recognising immigrants’ previous experiences 
and skills, ultimately contributing to a more inclusive and effective vocational education sys-
tem. 

Keywords 
vocational education, vocational skills, adult education, immigrant integration, life course 
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1 Introduction 
The number of applicants to vocational education programmes in Sweden is decreasing, 

resulting in fewer trained professionals. To counteract this, the Swedish government has taken 
measures to train unemployed adults, including newly arrived immigrants, to become profes-
sionals. Through labour market policies such as continuing education and adult education, for 
example, Yrkesvux, the government aims to improve employment opportunities for these 
groups. Yrkesvux offers vocational upper secondary education for adults without a complete 
upper secondary education, where vocational training is combined with subjects such as Swe-
dish, English, and mathematics, and includes workplace-based learning (Skolverket, 2023). 

This article is part of a larger project on adult vocational students’ narrated experiences of 
working life and vocational studies. Within the framework of the project, I have conducted 
narrative interviews with 16 adult men and women with both Swedish and immigrant back-
grounds. In the research process, I have followed the ethical guidelines of the Swedish Research 
Council (2017), which include principles of informed consent, confidentiality, and the respon-
sible handling of data. Interviews with some vocational students were conducted twice, and 
with some three times between 2022 and 2024. The questions in the first interview were based 
on open-ended questions (Riessman, 2008) and focused on the main area of vocational students’ 
life and work experiences and their choice of vocational education and profession. By asking 
open-ended questions, the vocational students were given the opportunity to decide which parts 
of their life and work experiences to narrate. The second and third interviews were conducted 
as a complement to the previous interviews, where I tried to fill in the gaps that emerged after 
a preliminary analysis of the interview materials. 

Some of the interviewees with immigrant backgrounds are newly arrived immigrants, 
while others were born and/or raised in Sweden or have lived in Sweden for a considerable 
period. Newly arrived immigrants are defined as asylum seekers or their relatives from 2015 
onwards (SCB, 2018), or those new to Sweden needing labour market introduction (Kusterer 
& Bernhard-Oettel, 2020). In this article, due to the word limit requirement, I focus solely on 
the narratives of two interviewees about their working life and vocational studies. One student 
was born and raised in Sweden and has been given the fictitious name Alexander, and one is a 
newly arrived immigrant and has been given the fictitious name Samed. Alexander completed 
his studies at Yrkesvux in 2023, while Samed is still studying there. Alexander’s and Samed’s 
narratives were then analysed using thematic analysis within the theoretical framework of Bour-
dieu’s (1986) capital theory, which helped to identify and interpret the different forms of capital 
(economic, social, cultural, and symbolic) present in their narratives. By analysing their nar-
rated experiences of their working life and vocational studies, we can gain a deeper understand-
ing of the factors influencing their decisions and how the education system can be adapted to 
better support different groups in society. 

Based on this background, the research examines how adult students’ previous vocational 
skills before vocational education influence their choice of education, viewed from a life course 
perspective (Elder et al., 2003; Gee & Elder, 1986). The results will be discussed in relation to 
Bourdieu’s (1986, 1999) cultural, social, economic, and symbolic capital. 

1.1 Description of the Concept of Vocational Skills 
The concept of vocational skills can be described as the abilities people have acquired to 

perform tasks in specific situations (Ellström, 1992). It can be understood as an integration of 
a professional practitioner’s visible and invisible knowledge, including how they act profes-
sionally (Lindberg, 2003). 

Vocational skills are constantly evolving and are context-bound, meaning they must be 
understood in relation to their environment (e.g., Asghari, 2018, 2024; Paul, 2017). This study 
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is based on the Swedish educational and social context, where tax revenues, fund vocational 
education and the goals include that students’ vocational skills should benefit society and that 
they should find employment in their field of study (OECD, 2021). When students’ vocational 
skills are utilised and they work in their field of education, society benefits from the investment 
in their education (OECD, 2021). However, there has been no research on adult students’ vo-
cational skills prior to vocational education and how these skills influence their choice of edu-
cation. This study will explore these questions. 

2 Previous Research on Choices of Vocational Education 
Previous research shows that students’ choices of vocational education are often influenced 

by their social background (Avis et al., 2017; Brunila et al., 2011). Working-class youth and 
students with a foreign background are more likely to choose vocational education (Colding, 
2006; Meriläinen et al., 2019). Several factors influence these choices, such as parental and 
teacher engagement (Billett, 2020; Hegna & Smette, 2017), the interest of well-known individ-
uals in certain subjects (Sjaastad, 2012), and international political events like free movement 
within the EU (Pilz et al., 2018). Students choose vocational education based on an interest in 
practical work, job opportunities, and the potential for continued professional development (As-
ghari, 2023). 

Newly arrived students in introductory programmes often choose vocational preparatory 
programmes to meet employment requirements (Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2021). Their previous life 
experiences and vocational skills are adapted to the Swedish state's efforts to shorten the path 
to employment (Brännström, 2023). Despite high study ambitions, many newly arrived students 
have limited educational backgrounds and experience difficulties integrating linguistically 
(Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2018; Wernesjö, 2020). For many newly arrived students, education is seen 
as a pathway to integration, with a focus on language learning and adaptation to society (As-
ghari, 2025). 

3 Theoretical approach – Bourdieu’s Capital 
The theoretical foundation of this study is based on Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of capital to 

understand the narrated life experiences of vocational students, including their vocational skills 
and their choices of vocational education and profession. The term capital refers to values, as-
sets, and resources (Broady, 1990). Unlike human capital theorists such as Becker (1967), who 
limit the concept of capital to formal types of individual capital such as education, financial 
resources, and skills, Bourdieu (1986) argues that individuals benefit from a broader spectrum 
of capital in the form of economic, social, cultural, and symbolic capital to advance their ca-
reers. For Bourdieu (1999), these capitals are used as governing power factors that maintain 
status and monitor classes. Symbolic capital is not a capital in itself but a state of the other 
forms of capital, and a capital becomes symbolic when its value is recognised by other agents 
within the same field (1999). Bourdieu writes that there is a relationship between the capital a 
person carries and the experiences that have been internalised by the person. The decisions 
people make at different stages of life are related to their capital and the experiences they have 
acquired (Bourdieu, 1999). 

4 Methodical approach – Life Course 
The study employs a narrative approach (Goodson et al., 2010; Mishler, 1999) to focus on 

the life courses of adult vocational students, emphasising key concepts such as life events, life 
transitions, life trajectories, and life turning points (Elder et al., 2003; Gee & Elder, 1986). Life 
events are important changes that alter the course of life, such as learning a profession, mar-
riage, divorce, and employment. Life transitions refer to the passage from one life phase to 
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another, such as moving from being unmarried to married, or from being unemployed to em-
ployed. Transitions involve a sense of movement and development over time. Life trajectories 
are long-term patterns of stability and change, influenced by life transitions. For vocational 
students, this could mean new patterns related to studying, working, or living in a new environ-
ment. Life turning points are pivotal events that meaningfully change the direction of a person’s 
life, leading to new insights and directions, such as deciding to divorce or change jobs. 

4.1 Analysis of Interviews 
I compiled each vocational student’s interview data from all interviews and structured their 

narrated life and vocational experiences chronologically (cf. Lieblich et al., 1998). In other 
words, it was I, as the researcher, who created narratives from the vocational students’ stories 
(cf. Lieblich, 1993). To identify what was relevant for this study – in line with the constructivist 
perspective on narratives (Mishler, 1999) – I began by selecting a number of descriptions that 
contained unique life events in the vocational students’ life course (cf. Abbott & Tsay, 2000; 
Mayer & Tuma, 1990). In the next step, I identified the vocational students’ life transitions, 
their life trajectories, and their life turning points that were meaningful in relation to their choice 
of vocational education and profession (cf. Billari, 2001; Mayer & Tuma, 1990). In this way, I 
was able to determine whether the vocational students’ vocational knowledge, from a life 
course perspective, was important for their choice of vocational education and profession, as 
well as how their vocational knowledge was utilised after completing their vocational educa-
tion. 

5 Results 
In this section, I present the study’s findings that examine how adult students’ previous 

vocational skills may influence their choice of education, viewed from a life course perspective. 
 
Alexander’s Stories 
Alexander, who is 36 years old, recounts: 

I went to school and spent my free time with friends, playing football and doing typical 
boy activities. I was always fascinated by engines and cars. In my small community, a 
neighbour repaired tractors, mopeds, and cars. I, along with his sons and other neigh-
bourhood boys, learned a lot from him. I always wanted to become a car mechanic, 
but my grades were too low to get into the automotive program. Instead, I chose the 
business program, but I never had a passion for it. […] After upper secondary school, 
a friend and I opened a restaurant, which we ran until the pandemic hit. The restaurant 
industry suffered greatly, and we had to close down, letting our staff go. I was unem-
ployed for a while and wanted to train as a car mechanic, but the training wasn’t avail-
able nearby, and I didn’t want to move. The employment office suggested I train as a 
CNC operator. I thought CNC technology wasn’t too different from mechanics. I al-
ready knew welding and turning, so I switched paths and studied industrial technology 
at Yrkesvux. […] Now, I work as a CNC operator. I wanted a secure job with a steady 
salary, without worrying about finances or staff. It’s about having security in life. 
Working on cars and engines is in my blood, so I enjoy fixing friends’ cars and engines 
in my spare time; it’s very relaxing for me. Although I haven’t attended any official 
mechanic training, I know it better than many who are car mechanics. 

From Alexander’s story, it emerges that he has experienced several important life events 
and life transitions that have influenced his life trajectories and career choices. His interest in 
engines and cars has been a constant factor, but external circumstances such as the pandemic 
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and labour market demands have led him to change careers and education. His story also high-
lights the importance of security and stability in his career choices. The life events that emerge 
from his childhood and youth include playing football and spending time with friends. His in-
terest in engines and cars, where he learned from a neighbour who repaired tractors, mopeds, 
and cars, is also an important part of his story. The life transitions are apparent in his choice of 
upper secondary education, where he chose the business program instead of the automotive 
program due to insufficient grades. Another transition is seen in his story about opening a res-
taurant with a friend after upper secondary school. The life trajectories that emerge from his 
story include his unemployment and training as a CNC operator. He explains that he became 
unemployed after the restaurant closed due to the pandemic and chose to train as a CNC oper-
ator following a suggestion from the employment office. The turning points in his life include 
the onset of the pandemic, which forced him to close the restaurant and lay off staff, and his 
career change from aspiring to be a car mechanic to training as a CNC operator to secure a 
stable job. 

Alexander’s previous vocational skills may have influenced his choice of education. His 
practical skills in mechanics and his experiences in the restaurant industry may have shaped his 
decisions and enabled him to adapt to new vocational challenges. His previous experiences with 
welding and turning made him see a connection between CNC technology and mechanics. This 
maybe made it easier for him to accept and adapt to this new education and career path. Alt-
hough he could not follow his original dream of becoming a car mechanic, his previous skills 
and interests have led him to a career as a CNC operator, where he can still use his mechanical 
skills. 

 
Samed’s Stories 
Samed, who is 28 years old, recounts: 

My parents were farmers, and we eight children helped them with animal care, crop 
cultivation, and machine maintenance. I never wanted to go to school and didn’t like 
studying. What would I gain from it? It wouldn’t put food on the table for my family. 
No one in my family went to school. In our village, there was no school. The nearest 
school was in another village, 30 km away. It was impossible for me to walk 30 km to 
school and 30 km back home. Who would then work on the farm and take care of the 
animals? I didn’t understand why I should go to school. What would I learn there? I 
knew everything about farming, animal care, and tractors, and I could repair them. 
You don’t learn such things in school, right? We had to help our parents to put food 
on the table. […] The UN helped us come to Sweden after our village was bombed. In 
Sweden, I thought I needed to work to support my family, but I was told I had to learn 
Swedish first. Despite my skills in farming and animal care, I couldn’t get a job without 
learning a trade. I’ve been in Sweden for nine years and have been studying Swedish 
all this time. Last year, I completed SFI [Swedish for Immigrants] and, with my social 
worker’s help, started studying agriculture at Yrkesvux. For the first time in nine years, 
I feel hopeful about getting a job because I’ve started an internship with a farmer 
through school. I hope to get a job with him when I finish my vocational training next 
year because I must get a job, I must earn money, otherwise, I can’t get my life in 
order. I need to create a normal life for my child, and to do that, I must get a job, so I 
hope to get a job with the farmer. 

Emerging from Samed’s narrative are life events such as growing up on a farm where he 
helped with animal care, crop cultivation, and machinery maintenance, as well as the move 
from his homeland to Sweden due to the war. Life transitions appear as the significant geo-
graphical and cultural shift from his homeland to Sweden, but also the transition from working 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 14 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

on the farm to starting education in a new country and language, and the transition from SFI 
[Swedish for Immigrants] to more specialised education in natural resource management. His 
life trajectories were characterised by practical work and responsibility from a young age, but 
also vocational training and integration into Swedish society. Turning points emerge as the 
moments he decided to leave his country and move to a new one, as well as the internship with 
a farmer that could lead to employment for him. 

In summary, Samed’s previous vocational skills have may have had an impact on his choice 
of vocational education, as well as the meeting with the social worker who suggested the voca-
tional training. Samed’s previous vocational skills seem to have provided him with a solid foun-
dation of practical skills, relevance and applicability, motivation to achieve his goals, and op-
portunities for internships and future employment. 

6 Discussion 
The stories of Alexander and Samed highlight the need for vocational education to be flex-

ible and adaptable, addressing the unique needs and backgrounds of students. Practical impli-
cations include conducting initial assessments to recognize prior learning, adapting courses to 
build on students’ existing skills, providing supportive networks through mentorship programs 
and internships, and ensuring pathways to economic security by offering tailored career guid-
ance and job placement services. For example, Alexander benefited from the employment of-
fice’s suggestion to train as a CNC operator, which provided him with a pathway to stable 
employment. Samed received guidance from a social worker who helped him navigate the ed-
ucational system and find an internship in agriculture, which was crucial for his integration and 
career development. Using Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural, social, economic, and symbolic 
capital to analyse specific aspects of Alexander’s and Samed’s experiences reveals how their 
vocational skills and life histories have influenced their educational and professional decisions. 
Their narratives emphasise the importance of recognising and valuing individuals’ cultural and 
social capital, while also creating opportunities to enhance their economic and symbolic capital 
through education and employment. 

Cultural capital, as defined by Bourdieu (1986), encompasses the education and qualifica-
tions an individual possesses. For Alexander and Samed, cultural capital is evident in their vo-
cational knowledge, skills, and professional qualifications. Alexander’s cultural capital in me-
chanics, developed through practical experience, lacked formal recognition, influencing his de-
cision to train as a CNC operator to obtain formal qualifications. Similarly, Samed’s cultural 
capital in agriculture and animal husbandry, developed from childhood, was not formally rec-
ognised in Sweden, necessitating further education to gain formal qualifications. 

Social capital refers to the networks and relationships that provide access to resources and 
opportunities (Bourdieu, 1986). Alexander’s social capital within his community facilitated the 
development of his mechanical skills. Samed’s social capital, rooted in family cooperation, was 
disrupted upon moving to Sweden, requiring him to build new networks. Yrkesvux supports 
the development of social capital for migrants through mentorship programs, language classes, 
and internships, which help students build professional and social connections within their new 
community. For example, Samed received guidance from a social worker who helped him nav-
igate the educational system and find an internship in agriculture. This internship was crucial 
for his integration and career development, as it provided him with practical experience and 
connections within the agricultural community. Additionally, his training at Yrkesvux helped 
him improve his language skills and adapt to the Swedish educational and professional context. 

Economic capital, defined as access to economic resources (Bourdieu, 1986), played a sig-
nificant role in both narratives. Alexander’s economic capital was impacted by the loss of his 
restaurant during the pandemic, prompting him to seek a stable career as a CNC operator. 
Samed’s limited economic capital upon arriving in Sweden drove his pursuit of employment to 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 15 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

support his family and achieve economic stability. Symbolic capital, the prestige and recogni-
tion from society (Bourdieu, 1999), influenced both individuals. Alexander’s practical skills 
were not formally recognised, affecting his career choices. By obtaining formal qualifications, 
such as a certificate in CNC operation from Yrkesvux, which is equivalent to a vocational di-
ploma, he increased his symbolic capital. Yrkesvux is generally well-regarded in the Swedish 
community, providing valuable pathways to employment and integration. However, its percep-
tion may vary depending on individual experiences and public attitudes towards vocational ed-
ucation. Samed’s skills in agriculture were similarly unrecognised in Sweden, but through ed-
ucation and internships, he began to build his symbolic capital. 

Both Alexander and Samed had extensive practical experience in their fields prior to formal 
vocational education, demonstrating the importance of recognising and building on adult stu-
dents’ vocational skills. Yrkesvux considers these prior experiences by conducting initial as-
sessments to identify students' existing skills and knowledge. For example, Alexander’s prac-
tical skills in mechanics were acknowledged, and he was guided towards training as a CNC 
operator, which built on his existing competencies. Samed’s background in agriculture was 
similarly recognised, and he was provided with tailored support and an internship opportunity 
to further develop his skills in the Swedish context. This approach ensures that courses are 
adapted to meet the specific needs and strengths of each student, facilitating a smoother transi-
tion into vocational education and employment. The lack of formal qualifications posed chal-
lenges in gaining recognition and finding relevant education and employment. Vocational edu-
cation should include mechanisms to validate informal and non-formal learning, ensuring that 
practical experience is formally recognised. Their stories also illustrate that decisions made at 
different life stages are influenced by their capital and experiences (cf. Bourdieu, 1999). Voca-
tional education should consider students’ social and cultural backgrounds, providing support-
ive networks to help them navigate the education system and achieve economic stability. 
Samed’s experience highlights the challenges of adapting to new cultural and educational con-
texts, emphasising the need for vocational education to support immigrants and other students 
in adapting to new systems through language instruction, internships, and guidance. 

7 Conclusion 
A comparison between Alexander’s and Samed’s life courses reveals that Samed fre-

quently uses the word “must”. From Samed’s narrative, it becomes clear that upon arriving in 
Sweden, he encountered new demands and expectations, such as learning Swedish and obtain-
ing a formal education to secure employment. As an immigrant in Sweden, Samed has faced 
both economic and practical necessities that compel him to adapt and meet certain requirements 
to support his family and establish a stable life. The recurrent use of “must” in Samed’s narra-
tive underscores the urgency and necessity he feels in meeting these demands. This includes 
attending school, learning the language, and obtaining a formal education. The integration pro-
cess for immigrants is often filled with imperatives that are essential for adapting to a new 
society and labour market. While these demands can create a sense of pressure and stress, they 
are also crucial for navigating and succeeding in the new country. 

Alexander does not have any “musts” in his story, which may be due to having more sta-
bility and more choices in his life. He has been able to choose to change careers and education 
based on his interests and economic situation, without the same level of external demands and 
expectations. Alexander has also had access to strong social and cultural capital within his com-
munity, which has provided him with support and opportunities to follow his interests and make 
career choices that suit him. 

By highlighting the many “musts” that immigrants like Samed face, further research on 
newly arrived immigrants’ choices of vocational education can contribute to a deeper under-
standing of the unique challenges and demands that immigrants face in their integration process. 
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This can provide important insights and contribute to a more nuanced understanding of immi-
grants’ experiences and challenges in vocational education and the labour market. Such further 
research can also highlight the importance of support structures and networks that can help 
immigrants navigate these “musts” and create a more stable and successful integration. By 
identifying the specific demands and expectations that immigrants face, such as the need to 
learn a new language, adapt to different cultural norms, and obtain formal qualifications, re-
search can provide valuable insights for policy development and educational programmes 
aimed at facilitating integration and recognising immigrants’ previous experiences and skills. 
For example, newly arrived immigrants often need to complete language courses like Swedish 
for Immigrants (SFI) to improve their communication skills and increase their employability 
(cf. Reinke & Goller, 2022). Additionally, vocational training programmes like Yrkesvux offer 
tailored support and internships to help immigrants gain practical experience and build profes-
sional networks. These measures are crucial for helping immigrants navigate the demands of 
integration and achieve economic stability. 
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Abstract 
Context: Vocational education has evolved from merely providing technical skills for employ-
ment to fostering self-employment and entrepreneurial careers, particularly in response to 
global unemployment challenges. This shift is critical in resource-constrained environments, 
where many youth face disadvantages due to cycles of generational poverty. While enhancing 
entrepreneurial intentions is now a goal within Technical Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET) institutes, it remains challenging in contexts where students are less resilient and more 
risk averse. Despite increasing efforts by vocational institutes to implement inclusive prac-
tices—such as providing diverse resources and accommodating various learning styles—little 
is known about the effectiveness of these initiatives in promoting entrepreneurial intentions. 
Approach: This study investigates the relationship between resource support mechanisms—
including financial aid, access to technology, location assistance, and business mentorship—
and inclusive teaching practices in relation to entrepreneurial intentions among disadvantaged 
TVET students in the Caribbean. Utilizing a quantitative design, data were collected from 240 
TVET students via structured surveys. 
Findings: Findings reveal that inclusive teaching practices positively correlate with entrepre-
neurial intentions, while the four forms of resource support show no direct relationship. How-
ever, cluster analysis indicates that when both resource support and inclusive teaching are per-
ceived as high, entrepreneurial intentions also increase. 
Conclusions: The results underscore the importance of a comprehensive support system that 
combines resource provision with inclusive teaching to benefit disadvantaged populations. Pol-
icymakers and TVET administrators should prioritize synergistic strategies to enhance entre-
preneurial intentions, paving the way for improved opportunities and outcomes for marginal-
ized students. 
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1 Introduction 
Entrepreneurship is universally recognized as a catalyst for economic growth, but its pur-

pose and application differ across contexts. In advanced economies, entrepreneurship drives 
industry transformation and innovation. Conversely, in resource-constrained and economically 
disadvantaged regions, such as South Africa, Pakistan, and the Caribbean, entrepreneurship is 
positioned as a solution to combat extreme poverty and address persistent socio-economic chal-
lenges (Barbosa et al., 2024). With limited resources and income, individuals in these regions 
face disproportionate barriers to breaking cycles of poverty (Bahaw et al., 2025b). Unemploy-
ment remains a defining feature, and whatever earnings are generated are often allocated to 
immediate needs, leaving little opportunity to invest in higher education or other pathways to 
economic mobility (Fawaid et al., 2022). Amid these challenges, entrepreneurship offers a via-
ble pathway to self-sufficiency, accounting for 47% of the global workforce (Stephens et al., 
2024). For disadvantaged populations, creating small businesses can provide a lifeline. There-
fore, it is crucial for educational systems in these disadvantaged contexts to foster strong entre-
preneurial intentions and skills among young people, enabling them to earn a livelihood through 
self-employment (UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2023). 

This necessity highlights the importance of Technical Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET) institutions, which offer a more immediate solution for developing economies (Avis, 
2018). Unlike traditional university programs, which often require lengthy commitments, 
TVET programs are shorter and more accessible, allowing students to enter self-employment 
more quickly (Mack & Honig, 2024). TVET institutions equip students with practical skills in 
various trades, such as plumbing, welding, and cosmetology (Salvà-Mut et al., 2017), which 
require minimal capital investment to start a business. Historically, these institutions focused 
on preparing students for employment in the trade sector. However, as job opportunities in 
developing economies remain scarce, there has been a significant shift towards training gradu-
ates for self-employment (Bahaw et al., 2024). This shift has led to the integration of entrepre-
neurship education within TVET systems, where business acumen and an entrepreneurial mind-
set are increasingly infused into curricula alongside technical skills (Mack et al., 2024). 

Despite these advancements, boosting entrepreneurial intentions among disadvantaged 
TVET students remains a significant challenge (Bakar et al., 2024). Many of these students 
experience generational poverty, fostering low self-efficacy and heightened risk aversion—key 
barriers to forming entrepreneurial intentions (Shah et al., 2024). Even with exposure to entre-
preneurship education, students often lack confidence in their ability to succeed in entrepre-
neurial endeavors, as their lived realities prioritize survival over investment in uncertain ven-
tures (Bahaw et al., 2025a; Bakar et al., 2024). Self-efficacy, a critical determinant of entrepre-
neurial intentions, remains fragile among this population (Maritz & Brown, 2013). 

To address these barriers, the Chief of the Technical Cooperation Unit at UNESCO-UNE-
VOC, Oliver Pieume, emphasizes that entrepreneurship learning within TVET must be “both 
inclusive and available” (UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2023).This call for inclusivity is echoed by 
Henry et al. (2024), who highlight that many students are excluded from entrepreneurship ed-
ucation due to a lack of resources necessary for participation, such as transportation, materials, 
and internet access. Without these resources, accessing and benefiting from entrepreneurship 
education at TVET institutions becomes unfeasible (Sandirasegarane et al., 2016). Institutions 
can address these gaps by providing key physical, spatial, and personnel resources (Gonzalez-
Tamayo et al., 2024). For instance, financial aid, access to information and communication 
(ICT) facilities, proximity to campuses, and business mentorship have the potential to positively 
influence entrepreneurial intentions (Aragon-Sanchez et al., 2017; Galvão et al., 2024; Henry 
et al., 2024). 
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Nonetheless, resource availability alone is insufficient. Inclusivity in entrepreneurship ed-
ucation extends beyond tangible resources (Henry et al., 2024). Inclusive teaching practices, 
which accommodate diverse learning styles, also play a crucial role in engaging disadvantaged 
students (Schwab et al., 2020). Past research highlights the benefits of inclusive pedagogies for 
student retention and academic success (Cerdà-Navarro et al., 2022; Schwab et al., 2022). Yet, 
their impact on fostering entrepreneurial intentions within TVET remains underexplored, re-
vealing a critical research gap. 

Given the highlighted gap, this study examines whether inclusive education at TVET in-
stitutions, characterized by i) resource support namely financial aid, ICT access, accessible lo-
cations, and mentorship and ii) inclusive teaching practices defined as differentiation and per-
sonalization of instruction, positively correlates with entrepreneurial intentions among disad-
vantaged students. Currently, there is limited research examining the relationship between re-
source provision and inclusive teaching practices in fostering entrepreneurial intentions among 
disadvantaged students (Aziz et al., 2021). Drawing insights from Henry et al. (2024) and 
Schwab et al. (2020) framework of inclusivity in education comprising of inclusive teaching 
and resource-centric support, this study aims to contribute to the growing body of literature on 
TVET, entrepreneurship, and education inclusivity by highlighting the combined role of inclu-
sive pedagogies and resource support in fostering entrepreneurial intentions among disadvan-
taged students. Building on these insights, the study addresses the following research question: 

 
• Can the provision of key resources (financial aid, ICT access, accessible locations, and 

business mentorship) and the use of inclusive teaching methods positively relate to entre-
preneurial intentions among disadvantaged students? 

2 Theoretical Framework 
To answer the research question, it is essential to ground the inquiry in a robust theoretical 

framework that explains the mechanisms underpinning entrepreneurial intentions. Social Cog-
nitive Career Theory (SCCT) provides a relevant lens for understanding how individual and 
environmental factors interact to shape entrepreneurial aspirations, particularly within the con-
text of technical vocational education (Ambarita & Butar, 2024). SCCT posits that career-re-
lated choices, such as entrepreneurial intentions, are influenced by personal factors like self-
efficacy and outcome expectations, which are significantly shaped by environmental experi-
ences (Boutaky & Sahib Eddine, 2023). 

In educational settings, an enhanced learning experience can strengthen students’ confi-
dence in their entrepreneurial abilities, thereby increasing their likelihood of pursuing business 
ventures. In this regard, Yesmin et al. (2024) highlight that “entrepreneurial educational support 
is a crucial factor in entrepreneurial intentions.” Entrepreneurship education builds self-effi-
cacy, a core component of SCCT, by fostering a belief in students that they can succeed in 
entrepreneurial activities (Boutaky & Sahib Eddine, 2023). However, the benefits of entrepre-
neurship education are not evenly distributed. The OECD/European Commission (2021) 
stresses the importance of 'systematic inclusivity-proofing' to ensure equitable access to entre-
preneurship programs, particularly for disadvantaged populations. Further advancing this per-
spective, Henry et al. (2024) argue that inclusivity in entrepreneurship education extends be-
yond program availability to include tailored learning experiences. They emphasize that 
SCCT’s focus on the learning experience must encompass diverse teaching methods and en-
hanced resource availability, particularly within contexts like technical vocational education, 
where structural inequities often hinder entrepreneurial aspirations. This study leverages SCCT 
to investigate how inclusive teaching practices and resource support relate to entrepreneurial 
intentions, providing a theoretically grounded approach to understanding this complex phenom-
enon. 
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3 Materials and Methods 
A quantitative correlational design was employed to address the research objectives, as this 

study was exploratory. The focus was on disadvantaged TVET students in the Caribbean—an 
archipelago characterized by small, resource-constrained markets with high youth unemploy-
ment rates. This region was chosen due to calls for more research in these underexplored islands 
(Barbosa et al., 2024). The study examined the relationship between inclusive teaching prac-
tices, financial support, ICT support, location support, business mentorship, and entrepreneurial 
intentions. Inclusion criteria required TVET institutions to offer resource support, embed in-
clusive teaching, and deliver entrepreneurship education targeting disadvantaged students. 
Only one institution met these criteria—one of the largest government-funded TVET institu-
tions in the Caribbean—known for its multiple support services and inclusive practices. 

Following institutional approval, participants provided informed consent by signing con-
sent forms and were assured anonymity. Researchers distributed printed questionnaires at the 
institution, resulting in 240 usable responses after data cleaning. The survey instrument used 
validated Likert-style scales: entrepreneurial intentions (Liñán & Chen, 2009), inclusive teach-
ing practices (Schwab et al., 2020), and resource support perceptions (Goldan & Schwab, 2018) 
covering financial aid, ICT, location, and mentorship. Sample items included “My professional 
goal is to become an entrepreneur” and “The financial aid I receive is sufficient to cover my 
educational expenses.” Demographic data such as sex and employment were collected using 
binary variables, while age was categorized. Data analysis involved correlation and K-means 
cluster analysis to examine relationships and identify patterns. K-means cluster analysis was 
used to identify natural groupings in the data, helping to explore how demographic character-
istics are associated with entrepreneurial intentions. 

4 Results 
To address the research objective of examining the relationship between inclusive teaching 

practices, resource support mechanisms, and entrepreneurial intentions, data normality was as-
sessed using skewness and kurtosis indices. Skewness ranged from -0.301 to -0.448, and kur-
tosis ranged from -1.262 to -1.644, indicating that the data closely followed a normal distribu-
tion (Hair et al., 2019). Reliability was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha, which ranged from 
0.763 to 0.947, exceeding the acceptable threshold of 0.70 for exploratory research (Hair et al., 
2019). 

4.1 Descriptive Statistics 
Descriptive statistics revealed that among the 240 respondents, the majority were female 

(67%), aged 18–21 years (64%), and unemployed (94%). Entrepreneurial intentions had the 
highest mean score (M = 4.07, SD = 0.97), indicating strong entrepreneurial aspirations. Inclu-
sive teaching practices also scored high (M = 3.98, SD = 0.82), reflecting positive perceptions 
of inclusive pedagogical approaches in vocational education. Financial support, ICT support 
and location support showed moderate mean scores (M = 3.06, SD = 0.58; M = 3.08, SD = 
0.68; M = 3.07, SD = 0.68, respectively), suggesting adequate access to these resources. Busi-
ness mentorship had the lowest mean score (M = 2.87, SD = 0.60), indicating limited mentor-
ship opportunities. These results suggest that the vocational institute from which the study’s 
sample was drawn provides a reasonably inclusive environment with adequate access to re-
sources and that there were strong entrepreneurial intentions among students. 

4.2 Correlation Results 
Pearson product-moment correlation tests were performed to indicate where a simple bi-

variate relationship exists among variables. As shown in Table 1, inclusive teaching practices 
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demonstrated significant positive correlations with all resource support variables, including fi-
nancial support (r=.752, p <.01), access to ICT (r=.755, p <.01), location support (r=.724, p 
<.01), and business mentorship (r=.662, p<.01). These findings suggest that inclusive teaching 
practices are closely linked with the availability of these resources within vocational institutes. 

Entrepreneurial intentions showed a modest yet significant positive correlation with inclu-
sive teaching practices (r=.145, p <.05), indicating that inclusive teaching practices might play 
a role in fostering entrepreneurial aspirations among students. However, entrepreneurial inten-
tions did not exhibit significant correlations with financial support, ICT support, location sup-
port, or business mentorship (p >.05), suggesting that these resource support mechanisms might 
not directly influence students’ entrepreneurial intentions. 

Notably, the strongest inter-correlations were observed among the resource support varia-
bles. Access to ICT and location support exhibited a high correlation (r=.807, p <.01), followed 
by the correlation between access to ICT and financial support (r=.778, p <.01). Similarly, lo-
cation support and business mentorship were also strongly correlated (r=.796, p <.01), indicat-
ing that these resources are often co-provided in the vocational setting. 

These results highlight the interdependence of inclusive teaching practices and resource 
availability within vocational education environments. While inclusive teaching practices ap-
pear to influence entrepreneurial intentions, the direct impact of resource support mechanisms 
on entrepreneurial intentions remains less evident, warranting further investigation into their 
indirect or moderating effects. 

Table 1 
Pearson Correlation Matrix of Variables in The Study 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 
1 Inclusive teaching practices      

2 Financial support .752**     

3 ICT support .755** .778**    

4 Location support .724** .687** .807**   

5 Business mentorship .662** .635** .648** .796**  

6 Entrepreneurial intentions .145* .120 .060 .060 .073 

Note. N=240. **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level 
(2-tailed). 

4.3 Cluster Analysis 
Following the correlation analysis, K-means cluster analysis was conducted to further ex-

plore the study’s variables. As shown in Table 2, three distinct clusters emerged, revealing 
interesting patterns in the data. 

Table 2 
K-means clustering of variables in the study 

 
Inclusive 
teaching 
practices 

Financial 
support ICT support Location 

support 
Business 
mentorship 

Entrepreneurial 
intentions 

Cluster M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 
1 N=82 2.99 0.49 2.51 0.75 2.43 0.80 2.39 0.70 2.53 0.70 2.58 0.97 
2 N=60 3.42 0.50 3.56 0.10 3.76 0.50 3.78 0.50 3.77 0.50 3.52 0.99 
3 N=98 4.30 0.29 4.11 0.44 4.14 0.45 4.14 0.48 4.00 0.51 4.34 0.93 

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation. 
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Cluster 1 represents participants with low scores across all variables, including entrepre-
neurial intentions. Individuals in this group, who perceive lower levels of inclusive teaching 
practices and support mechanisms, also had the lowest entrepreneurial intentions compared to 
other clusters. In Cluster 2, participants had moderate scores across all variables. Individuals 
here perceive a moderate level of inclusive teaching practices and support mechanisms, and 
interestingly, their entrepreneurial intentions were also moderate. This trend of consistency 
across scores was also observed in Cluster 3, where participants scored high on all variables, 
including entrepreneurial intentions. Individuals in this group perceive that their vocational in-
stitution offers strong inclusive teaching practices and high levels of support across financial, 
ICT, location, and mentorship areas. This suggests that students who perceive their institution 
provides robust educational and support systems tend to have higher entrepreneurial intentions. 

5 Discussion 
This study aimed to explore the relationships between various support mechanisms and 

entrepreneurial intentions among disadvantaged vocational education students in a developing 
country context. The research specifically focused on inclusive teaching practices, financial 
support, ICT support, location support, and business mentorship. The findings offer valuable 
insights into the inclusive educational factors that may influence entrepreneurial intentions, ad-
dressing calls for such investigations in the literature (Henry et al., 2024). 

The correlation analysis yielded mixed results. A significant positive correlation was found 
between inclusive teaching practices and entrepreneurial intentions, suggesting that when stu-
dents perceive their learning environment as inclusive and supportive, they are more likely to 
view entrepreneurship as a viable career option. This finding highlights the importance of cre-
ating an inclusive teaching environment that nurtures entrepreneurial aspirations. However, no 
significant relationships were observed between entrepreneurial intentions and the other sup-
port variables— financial support, ICT support, location support, and business mentorship. This 
is surprising, especially given the disadvantaged backgrounds of the participants, who often 
face barriers such as limited access to resources. This finding stands in contrast to previous 
studies (Mack & Honig, 2024; Finance, 2024), where support mechanisms such as financial aid 
and mentorship were shown to play a critical role in shaping entrepreneurial intentions. It also 
raises questions about the broader contextual factors at play. If these support mechanisms are 
typically considered essential for student retention and academic success, why did they not 
demonstrate a direct impact on entrepreneurial intentions in this study? 

Given the high levels of entrepreneurial intentions reported in this sample, it appears that 
there are more complex, underlying relationships influencing these students’ entrepreneurial 
aspirations. These nuances were further explored through the clustering analysis. The results 
suggest a distinct pattern: when all support mechanisms—inclusive teaching practices, financial 
support, ICT support, location support, and business mentorship—are perceived as high, entre-
preneurial intentions are also high (Cluster 3). Conversely, when these supports are perceived 
as low, entrepreneurial intentions are lowest (Cluster 1). 

This indicates that, while individual support mechanisms may not directly predict entre-
preneurial intentions, their cumulative effect cannot be overlooked. This study reveals that 
providing material and personnel resources in isolation may not be sufficient to elevate entre-
preneurial intentions. Rather, the combination of multiple support mechanisms, especially 
when accompanied by inclusive teaching practices, creates a more conducive environment for 
fostering entrepreneurship. The synergistic effect of these supports appears to be more effective 
in nurturing entrepreneurial intentions than any single support mechanism alone. 
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6 Original Contributions and Practical Implications 
The findings of this study contribute to the growing body of literature on the determinants 

of entrepreneurial intentions, particularly within vocational education settings. By examining 
four types of resources and the delivery of vocational educational programs using inclusive 
practices, this study updates the literature with new empirical insights into the factors that shape 
entrepreneurial intentions from an institutional standpoint and narrows the gap in studies con-
ducted in developing country contexts. The results suggest that a holistic approach, integrating 
physical, spatial, and personnel resource provision along with diverse teaching pedagogies tai-
lored for an inclusive program delivery design, is essential in promoting entrepreneurial inten-
tions among disadvantaged students. Senior administrators allocating budgets at vocational ed-
ucation institutions serving disadvantaged students are encouraged to use the study’s findings 
to reassess how they can support their students through a multipronged approach. 

The significant relationship between inclusive teaching practices and entrepreneurial in-
tentions highlights the importance of creating an engaging and supportive classroom environ-
ment that focuses on the individual and heterogeneous needs of students’ learning styles. The 
prevalence of inclusive teaching practices varies significantly across educational settings. 
While many teachers implement inclusive and engaging strategies, the extent to which these 
practices are adopted can be inconsistent. Educational institutions should recognize that multi-
ple support mechanisms are more effective when combined, which has practical implications 
for program design. Policymakers and educators should aim to provide holistic support to stu-
dents by incorporating financial support, location access, ICT access, and mentorship resources, 
alongside inclusive teaching practices, to foster entrepreneurship. This combined approach rep-
resents an original contribution of this work. While previous studies have primarily focused on 
the prevalence of inclusive teaching practices and their positive effects on academic perfor-
mance, we extend this inquiry to entrepreneurial intentions as a future career path. Furthermore, 
many past studies have examined inclusive teaching practices in isolation; however, our find-
ings indicate that their impact is significantly strengthened when paired with various physical 
and human resources. This insight opens a new direction for educators, suggesting that merely 
providing certain resources may not be as effective as investing in training teaching staff to 
implement inclusive strategies. To support teachers in implementing these practices, TVET in-
stitutions can provide ongoing professional development and resources. This includes offering 
tailored training sessions that focus on inclusive teaching strategies, creating collaborative en-
vironments where teachers can share experiences and best practices, and ensuring access to 
necessary materials and support systems. 

7 Limitations and Future Research 
We acknowledge two key limitations in our study. First, our focus on the Caribbean, while 

under-researched, does not represent all developing countries. Therefore, our findings may not 
be generalizable to all regions with disadvantaged vocational students, as contextual factors can 
significantly influence outcomes. We encourage future research to replicate our study in other 
developing countries to enhance generalizability. 

Second, although we utilized a quantitative design to identify potential relationships, a 
comprehensive understanding of the resources related to inclusive teaching practices and their 
impact on entrepreneurial intentions cannot be derived from a single quantitative study. We 
suggest that researchers employ mixed methods, integrating qualitative data to gain deeper in-
sights into how vocational educational institutions influence students' entrepreneurial inten-
tions. We recommend incorporating control variables, such as openness and attitudes toward 
entrepreneurship, to better isolate the relationships we examined regarding inclusive teaching, 
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various resource supports and entrepreneurial intentions. This adjustment addresses another 
limitation of our study. 

While all studies have limitations, the value of our research remains significant as it lays a 
foundation for understanding the role of institutional resource support and inclusive practices 
in vocational education. This is crucial for addressing the challenges faced by resource-con-
strained environments in fostering entrepreneurial intentions within risk-averse and disadvan-
taged populations, given the promise of entrepreneurship for economic prosperity. 

Finally, our data revealed anomalies where types of resource support were clustered with 
high or low entrepreneurial intentions but showed no direct relationship. This suggests the po-
tential role of a missing mediator that future research should explore. 
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Abstract 
Context: New learning cultures in basic vocational training in Swiss companies show that 
greater personal responsibility, teamwork, individualised learning pathways, early promotion 
of leadership skills and the development of transversal skills, in general, are being promoted. 
This goes hand in hand with new requirements for vocational trainers in training companies to 
redesign training and to accompany learners in the learning process. In addition to the status of 
initial and further training of trainers, the paper addresses existing job profiles and needs for 
competence development. 
Method: Based on findings from 9 case studies on innovation in vocational education and train-
ing in Swiss companies, the paper addresses competence requirements for trainers. Findings: 
Vocational trainers need various new skills, such as a willingness to change and flexibility, 
trusting and constructive communication, and error reflection, as well as didactic skills regard-
ing the organization of self-organized learning and the transfer of responsibility. 
Conclusion: Trainers' coaching skills, pedagogical knowledge, and expertise in coping with 
psychological difficulties among apprentices become more relevant. They require further train-
ing, either through specific courses or workplace learning and peer coaching. 

Keywords 
apprenticeships, workplace learning, trainers, learning cultures, qualitative case study 

1 Introduction 
In times of labour shortage and a decline of interest in manual labour among young people, 

preventing dropouts and stop out processes in apprenticeships becomes particularly important. 
A positively perceived workplace experience within apprenticeships that is accompanied by 
workplace trainers, who actively stimulate reflection on action as much as creativity and par-
ticipation, can support the enthusiasm for an occupational field or a specific profession. It helps 
to build up a vocational identity and maintain apprentices in their apprenticeship programs. 

Vocational trainers play a key role in creating a supportive workplace learning environment 
and they often serve as role models for the next generation of employees. The demands placed 
on vocational trainers are high and constantly changing, due to innovations in products and 
processes in the professions and the use of new media and technologies, but also due to chang-
ing expectations of young people and society (Wenger & Lamamra 2024). For example, per-
sonalized learning, which allows learners to plan their learning goals and learning processes in 
a self-organized manner and to implement them independently (Seufert & Guggenmos 2024), 
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leads to new qualification demands for trainers. The reasons for the personalization trend lie in 
the increasing need for individual fit (Bray & Mc-Claskey 2015), heterogeneity (Bohl, Budde, 
Rieger-Ladich 2023), the possibilities of using digital media, and the demand of the world of 
work for very different skills profiles (Becker, Spöttle, Windelband 2023), including interdis-
ciplinary skills (Barabasch & Fischer, 2023). As a result of these new demands, new learning 
cultures are developing in vocational education and training that enable learners to acquire pro-
fessional skills in a more self-determined and flexible way. 

While self-directed learning can enable individual skills development, it is also a major 
challenge to accompany this adequately. Tasks must be understood, instruction and coaching 
must be planned on this basis. Self-motivation to learn and act, which arises from positive emo-
tions towards the learning object and the work task, and self-reflection or metacognition, which 
focuses on and controls one's own learning, must be promoted. Approaches, such as problem-
solving and research-based learning as well as coaching by trainers is indicative (Konrad, 
2024). For this reason, Swiss companies are increasingly focusing on a more flexible orienta-
tion towards building practical skills in the context of work-integrated learning (Schönbacher 
& Pem, 2022). Nonetheless, it is a challenge for companies to enable self-directed learning. 
This must be seen in particular against the background that trainers in vocational training com-
panies usually take on a dual role: over 90% are responsible for both training and professional 
tasks. This leads to a conflict between the interests of the company, their own interests as em-
ployees, and the qualification needs of the trainees (Grollmann & Ulmer 2020). 

Research Questions 
1. How are trainers at the workplace qualified? Which new qualification requirements need to 

be addressed? 
2. How does instruction at the workplace need to change in order to address current challenges 

in terms of training needs, integration and inclusivity and new expectations and social needs 
of apprentices? 

3. How can vocational training be designed to effectively address the challenges associated 
with the demanding role of in-company trainers? 

2 Vocational Trainers in Companies 
The Swiss framework curriculum for vocational trainers provides for two training paths: 

Specialists can complete the vocational trainer course, which comprises 40 learning hours and 
is completed with a course certificate. Alternatively, there is the vocational trainer course with 
100 learning hours (equivalent to 3 ECTS), which is completed with a qualification procedure 
and diploma. In addition, vocational trainers usually have a Federal Certificate of Competence 
(EFZ) and at least two years of practical experience in the teaching field. Vocational trainer 
courses are offered by various private providers, including industry associations and further 
education providers. These courses are based on the general standards of the training plan for 
VET professionals (SERI, 2015), which can be adapted to suit specific sectors. Table 1 provides 
an overview of these standards, which serve as a basis for the design of vocational training 
courses. 

3 Findings 
It became clear in the interviews that the organization of work has changed in many of 

these large companies. Responsibility is increasingly being delegated less to individuals and 
more to teams, which is why teamwork is being tested more in training. Many apprentices are 
involved in real work tasks and meaningful activities right from the start. They are responsible 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 30 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Table 1 
Standards for the training of vocational trainers in companies 

Vocational trainers in training companies address the concerns and questions of apprentices. They implement 
measures that strengthen the self-confidence of apprentices as future professionals and consolidate the basis of 
trust with other people in the company. 
Vocational trainers in training companies plan the timing and content of practical basic training in coordination 
with the other learning venues. They implement the training plans of the relevant ordinance within the company 
environment. 
They have methods at their disposal to explain the work processes and accompany the learners through the var-
ious work steps. They review their work using quality assurance and development methods. 
Vocational trainers in training companies use selection, support, and assessment methods in a target-oriented 
manner. 
Vocational trainers in training companies have methods at their disposal to implement the relevant vocational 
training and labor law provisions as well as occupational safety, environmental and health-related principles in 
such a way that the learners act accordingly. 
They are aware of learners' problems that arise in connection with adolescence, gender roles, the circle of 
friends, separation from the parental home, origin, school fatigue, job search, etc. They are familiar with the 
counseling services available and are able to use them in a targeted manner in the interests of the learners. 

Note. Adapted from SERI (2015, p. 15-16). 

for the end-to-end delivery of a product or service, usually as part of a team - a learning ap-
proach that can increase intrinsic motivation (Appelbaum et al. 2000). Vocational trainers are 
convinced that in departments with high innovation pressure, it is important that learners learn 
in the real world of work, i.e. in the context of productive work, and not in the context of con-
structed learning tasks or upstream courses ‘off the job’, as this content can quickly become 
outdated. 

Looking across all the large companies in the different sectors, it became clear that there 
were parallels with regard to the central topics in training. Fundamental trends of change 
emerged (e.g. more autonomy and independence in the completion of work tasks, mobility be-
tween work locations and work areas, participation and co-design of learners with regard to 
changes in training, alternative ways of recruiting new learners, new process design or the use 
of digital tools) which point to significant developments and innovations in the Swiss VET 
landscape. The results show that changes in the organization of work also lead to changes in 
practical vocational teaching and learning. As a result, vocational trainers need various new 
skills, such as a willingness to change and flexibility, trusting and constructive communication 
and error reflection, as well as didactic skills with regard to the organization of self-organized 
learning and the transfer of responsibility, which are outlined below. 

The vocational trainers and other employees who accompany the learners must be aware 
of current trends and developments, as well as new forms of cooperation, and pass on this 
knowledge. At the same time, they are also familiar with the framework conditions of the real 
world of work, which follow the laws of rationality, effectiveness and efficiency. The associ-
ated pressure to perform, which can be felt by learners under certain circumstances, must be 
adequately assessed and, if necessary, balanced by the vocational trainers. At the same time, 
some trainers are also under significant production pressure, in addition to their training respon-
sibilities. In relation to learning a profession and socialization into a work culture, a variety of 
processes of understanding, interpretation and re-interpretation take place. The process of re-
flecting on experiences in this complex learning process must be expertly accompanied. The 
following situation descriptions indicate important support tasks and competence requirements, 
but also the challenges that arise in this context. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 31 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

A Supporting reflection 
Trainers can support learning from practical experience with constructive and timely feed-

back. In this context, it is particularly important to maintain a proactive, constructive and timely 
discussion about errors. This is about recognizing the error, identifying the causes and consid-
ering the right course of action. Trusting communication is required for support to be accepted. 

B Enabling diverse learning experiences 
The increased mobility of learners is changing the traditional image of the vocational 

trainer who works with learners over a period of three or four years. If the learners learn in 
different internal or external company contexts, they will be supervised by different vocational 
trainers at the different practice locations. Both sides have to adapt to changing support rela-
tionships and changing people. In the context of training courses characterized by mobility and 
personalization, vocational trainers take on important coordination and networking tasks. They 
must ensure that suitable practical placements are available, mediate between them and oversee 
the entire skills acquisition of the learners. It may also be necessary to assess the quality of the 
various work placements. 

C Recognizing and promoting individual potential 
Vocational trainers need empathy, sensitivity and the ability to build trust. They should 

support learners in their learning process primarily by asking questions. It is important to build 
strong social relationships with learners so that vocational trainers can have conversations in 
which learners feel comfortable talking about themselves, their challenges and their interests 
and development aspirations. Through the exchange with practical trainers, they receive feed-
back on the learners' performance. From this overall impression, conclusions can be drawn 
about particular talents or early aptitude for leadership. Vocational trainers can use this 
knowledge to provide learners with more targeted support. 

D Enabling learners to help shape the program and take responsibility 
By ensuring that apprentices work with people who respect each other and form a good 

team in areas that suit them, vocational trainers not only ensure that apprentices are satisfied 
with their vocational training, but also contribute to their motivation and commitment. In par-
ticular, their need for self-realization and co-design should be taken into account in the planning 
of workplaces, work tasks and free spaces for the design of vocational training. It is also im-
portant to be able to assess how much guidance is actually necessary. 

4 Conclusion 
The innovative strength of Swiss companies and Switzerland's successful performance in 

international innovation statistics are attributed, among other things, to high-quality vocational 
education and training (Backes-Gellner & Pfister, 2019). However, in order to remain attractive 
to both employers and learners, VET must respond to the changing demands of the world of 
work and society - it must itself be innovative. Learners' experiences show that approaches to 
individualizing their learning paths, promoting personal initiative and autonomous working and 
learning significantly support their preparation for modern workplaces and practices. These 
trends of change are observed in large companies and cannot be directly applied to SMEs, 
where many apprentices in Switzerland are trained. SMEs may lack dedicated HR staff to man-
age apprenticeship training and may not be able to offer apprentices experience in multiple 
departments. To provide diverse learning opportunities, SMEs could, however, rely on partner-
ships with other companies – for example, by joining a training network that also handles train-
ing planning and supervision externally. It can be assumed that the new learning cultures at 
large vocational training players in Switzerland could shape the future direction of vocational 
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education and training. These examples may not only reflect current trends but also inspire and 
drive the development of the broader vocational education landscape. 
The empirical case studies make clear that there are new new requirements for vocational train-
ers. Today, they need extended skills in learning support and coaching as well as pedagogical 
knowledge and expertise in coping with psychological difficulties among apprentices. In addi-
tion, traditional tasks, such as guiding learners through work steps, assessing their performance 
and implementing labour law frameworks remain central. For trainers, the personalized learn-
ing approach poses numerous challenges and requires further training in coaching and mentor-
ing skills, in-depth psychological knowledge of self-regulation, concentration, self-motivation, 
perseverance and resilience, pedagogical strategies for individualizing learning as well as the 
integration and synthesis of experience-based learning and theoretical knowledge. Exchange 
with peers and mutual learning from experiences and the resulting conclusions can be very 
helpful for trainers, especially because the new approaches to personalized learning have often 
not been experienced in their educational biography. 
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Abstract 
Context: This article examines the vocational education and training system in Azerbaijan, re-
vealing its role beyond the widely accepted objectives of employability and social inclusive-
ness. Vocational education and training (VET) systems are commonly promoted as mechanisms 
for improving employability and enhancing social inclusion (Tchibozo, 2022). However, in 
transitional and resource-constrained contexts such as post-Soviet Azerbaijan, these objectives 
were often undermined by systemic limitations. Despite challenges such as outdated infrastruc-
ture, weak labour market linkages, and limited evidence of skills acquisition, the Azerbaijani 
government maintained and promoted its VET system. This apparent contradiction raised crit-
ical questions about the actual function VET served in such settings. 
Approach: The study employed a qualitative case study methodology to examine the role of the 
VET system in Azerbaijan prior to reforms initiated in 2016. Data were drawn from policy 
documents, official reports, and semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders involved in 
the VET sector. Guided by historical institutionalism, the analysis explored how Soviet-era 
legacies—particularly the concept of vospitanie (upbringing)—shaped the persistence and use 
of VET as a tool for social management. This theoretical framing enabled a deeper understand-
ing of how inherited institutional logics constrained reform and maintained systems with lim-
ited capacity for skills development. 
Findings: The study revealed that Azerbaijan’s VET system was maintained not despite its 
dysfunction, but because of the alternative functions it served. In the absence of meaningful 
skills development, VET operated as a social management tool—a state mechanism to absorb 
potentially disaffected youth, limit access to higher education, and project alignment with in-
ternational reform agendas. Its endurance reflected not policy failure, but a strategic use of 
inherited institutions for political stability, social containment, and symbolic modernisation, 
underpinned by strong path dependency and the repurposing of the Soviet concept of vospi-
tanie. 
Conclusions:  This study reframes how VET should be understood in transitional contexts, 
showing that its persistence cannot be explained solely through developmental or economic 
rationales. It highlights the importance of analysing education systems through the lens of po-
litical utility and institutional legacy. For international reform actors, the findings underscore 
the need to move beyond normative assumptions and engage with how global models are re-
purposed in practice. 
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1 Introduction 
The role of vocational education and training has been widely debated in academic litera-

ture and among policymakers, particularly in recent decades, as it has been influenced by social, 
political, and economic disruptions in an increasingly globalised world. Traditionally, VET has 
been conceptualised as a tool for workforce development, grounded in human capital theory 
(Becker, 2002), and as a mechanism for promoting equity and active citizenship, reflecting 
education as a human right theory (Edwards et al., 2018; Verger et al., 2014). The role of the 
VET system, based on these frameworks, is primarily directed towards equipping individuals 
with skills to participate in the labour market while also addressing broader policy goals for 
economic development. This approach is further endorsed by multilateral organisations, which 
use their agenda-setting power as well as their hard and soft policy instruments (Edwards & 
Moschetti, 2021; Melnyk, 2023). Notably, UNESCO has traditionally advocated for the "edu-
cation-as-a-human-right" concept, whereas organisations such as the OECD and the World 
Bank prioritise the employability and economic development functions of the VET system 
(Edwards et al., 2018; Maurer & Gonon, 2014). Consequently, VET models that are predomi-
nantly transferred and adopted as policy solutions globally are primarily utilised to address 
structural economic challenges, such as unemployment, as well as social issues, including in-
clusion and equity (Pilz 2016). 

The literature also highlights that the outcomes of global education policies, especially 
transferred VET policies, diverge significantly worldwide. The main reasons for this diver-
gence include the level of industrialisation, the development and willingness of the private sec-
tor to cooperate with the VET system, funding availability, and the socio-economic context 
(Allais, 2012; Doner & Schneider, 2020). Thus, this results in different policy outcomes even 
within seemingly homogeneous systems, such as those in the EU (Langthaler et al., 2022; 
Maurer, 2012; Maurer & Gonon, 2014). Therefore, it is considered that each country transfers, 
adopts, and conceptualises its VET policies differently, depending on its local political, eco-
nomic, and social context. 

Nevertheless, a key characteristic in the existing literature is its near-exclusive focus on 
VET as a system for skills development (Li & Pilz, 2023; Scheuch et al., 2021; Tchibozo, 2022). 
The role of VET as part of the skills development system assumes that the primary mechanisms 
utilized are training and upskilling individuals, enabling them to engage in productive labor, 
which would contribute to their individual and communal well-being (Mcgrath, 2012; Mcgrath 
& Powell, 2016). However, this view assumes that for the training and upskilling to take place, 
the VET systems are adequately resourced and effectively managed. Nevertheless, this ap-
proach fails to explain the role of VET when the system faces inadequate funding, outdated 
infrastructure, a lack of qualified staff, and insufficient teaching materials, which prevent pos-
sible skills development (Kingombe, 2012; Melnyk, 2023; Wolf, 2020). Remarkably, even in 
such contexts, governments continue to promote VET enrolment and maintain these systems 
despite their inability to achieve their primary objectives. This raises an important and under-
explored question: What functional role does VET play in contexts where skills development 
is not taking place? 

This paper investigates this paradox by focusing on Azerbaijan, a post-Soviet country 
where systemic challenges hindered VET’s ability to function as a skills development system 
up until 2016 when the reform started in the system. This discussion challenges dominant the-
oretical frameworks in VET literature. Both human capital theory and citizenship theory pre-
suppose an upskilling component as central to VET’s purpose (Aziz, 2015; Tsakiris, 2014; van 
der Velden & Bijlsma, 2019). However, these frameworks fail to capture the socio-political 
functions of VET in contexts where skills development is secondary to other policy goals. By 
introducing the concept of VET as a social management tool, this paper seeks to expand the 
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theoretical discourse and offer a new lens for understanding the role of VET in transitional and 
resource-constrained economies. 

Through a qualitative case study of Azerbaijan, this paper contributes to both theoretical 
and practical debates on VET policy. It examines why governments persist in maintaining and 
promoting VET systems that fail to deliver skills development, exploring the socio-political 
functions these systems fulfil. By addressing this research gap, the study provides critical in-
sights into the multidimensional roles of VET, particularly in post-Soviet and transitional econ-
omies, and challenges prevailing assumptions about the purpose and potential of vocational 
education. 

1.1 The Case of Azerbaijan 
Up until the reform initiatives Azerbaijan’s vocational education and training system had 

not been evolved significantly since the country gained independence from the Soviet Union in 
1991. Under Soviet rule, the VET system was an integral part of the planned economy (Zajda, 
1984). Most vocational schools were directly linked to factories, plants, and other industrial 
establishments, ensuring that graduates had predefined roles within these industries. This struc-
ture eliminated the need for private sector involvement, as the economy operated under state 
control. The higher education system in the USSR was highly selective, offering limited access 
and reserving opportunities for an elite minority (Glowka, 1986). Consequently, a majority of 
students were directed towards VET, which included initial vocational education embedded in 
secondary education and specialised secondary education which played a role of higher VET 
(Zajda, 2008). The latter allowed students to obtain both matriculation and trade qualifications, 
akin to what might now be considered short-cycle higher education. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union brought about profound economic, political, and social 
challenges for Azerbaijan, as well as in other Post-Soviet countries (Silova et al., 2007). The 
shift to a market economy disrupted the industries that had previously sustained the VET sys-
tem, leaving vocational schools without the industrial partners essential to their functioning 
(Aliyev & Suleymanov, 2015). This transition coincided with recommendations from interna-
tional organisations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, which 
encouraged post-Soviet governments to reduce public spending (IMF, 1997, 1999; World Bank, 
1999). Education, including the VET sector, was among the hardest-hit areas. Funding short-
falls severely limited the ability of the Azerbaijani government to modernise or even maintain 
its education system. 

By 2015, reports from international organisations painted a grim picture of Azerbaijan’s 
VET system, despite the country’s significant revenues from oil and gas exports (European 
Training Foundation, 2014; Government of Azerbaijan, 2016; Siegel et al, 2017). The sector 
faced systemic challenges. Most vocational schools operated with infrastructure that had not 
been renovated for over 30 years, lacking modern laboratories and technical equipment essen-
tial for practical training. The teaching workforce was similarly outdated, with many instructors 
relying on Soviet-era materials and methodologies. Low salaries deterred new entrants to the 
profession, leaving the system staffed primarily by older, less-qualified teachers whose skills 
often fell below international standards. These systemic deficiencies meant that the VET system 
struggled to provide students with relevant skills, further exacerbating its decline. 

By 2020, the Azerbaijani economy remained heavily dependent on revenues generated 
from commodity exports and on funding its education and VET systems primarily through the 
state budget, while the private sector remained weak and had little cooperation with the VET 
system (Aliyev & Suleymanov, 2015). Small and medium-sized enterprises, being newly de-
veloped, were scarce and fragmented, with minimal links to the VET sector. As a result, this 
lack of connection between industry and the VET system led to a predominantly supply-driven 
model, where labour market needs were not considered in the curriculum, further contributing 
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to high unemployment among VET graduates (Castel-Branco, 2008). Nevertheless, by 2015, 
the VET system remained functional, enrolling over 25,000 students and employing approxi-
mately 3,000 academic and administrative staff (Government of Azerbaijan, 2022). The gov-
ernment not only maintained the system but also continued to encourage students completing 
compulsory ninth grade to enrol in VET, even though the system did not provide meaningful 
opportunities for training, upskilling, or employment upon graduation 

The government's persistence in maintaining the VET system raises questions about its 
primary motivations and the role of VET within the country’s broader socio-political context. 
This prompts the question: why does the government continue to promote a system that lacks 
the capacity to provide meaningful skills development? Hence, this research aims to investigate 
this paradox by examining the system’s potential functions beyond skills training. Identifying 
the role of VET systems beyond their traditional skills development function, particularly in 
economies where systemic deficiencies and socio-political priorities intersect, is the main ob-
jective of this study. 

2 Methods 
This research critically examines Azerbaijani vocational education and training system 

from a historical perspective, proposing an alternative view of VET as a mechanism for social 
governance. Employing an interpretative case study methodology rooted in historical institu-
tionalism, the study analyses how institutions, decision-making processes, and interactions 
shape policies and their outcomes. This framework enables a nuanced exploration of how his-
torical decisions and socio-political contexts influence the dynamics of Azerbaijan's VET sys-
tem. 

VET has traditionally been understood through the human capital theory, where the pri-
mary aim is to upskill individuals to generate economic productivity for themselves and econ-
omy (Aziz, 2015). Multilateral organisations such as the World Bank and UNESCO have rein-
forced this perspective, framing VET as a solution to issues like unemployment, economic in-
equality, and skills mismatches in the labour market. Citizenship theory, while similarly em-
phasizing upskilling, shifts the focus towards fostering social cohesion and building inclusive 
societies (Zancajo & Valiente, 2019). Although these frameworks differ in their objectives, 
both rely heavily on capacity-building within education systems, thereby positioning VET as a 
mechanism for achieving socio-economic goals. 

Alternatively, critical perspectives that highlight the political and institutional dimensions 
of education systems, as proposed by Bourdieu and Bernstein, may challenge these conven-
tional understandings. For example, the phenomenon that VET can serve as a means for gov-
ernments to align educational objectives with broader socio-political priorities can be explained 
through Bourdieu’s analysis of social reproduction (Bourdieu, 2018) or Bernstein’s insights 
into how educational structures sustain power hierarchies  (Bernstein, 2018). These concepts 
suggest that education systems, as tools of policy, may be utilised differently depending on the 
government's ideological, institutional, political, and economic agenda. Furthermore, scholars 
such as Stephen J. Ball (1998) and Michael W. Apple (2001) support these ideas, arguing that 
policy frameworks and the economic agendas of governments can, in principle, influence edu-
cation policies, shaping how governments perceive and utilise the education system. 

This research adopts a qualitative case study methodology, incorporating policy analysis 
through document examination and stakeholder interviews as principal data sources. Data col-
lection was conducted during a doctoral research project at the University of Glasgow between 
June and December 2022. To investigate the complexities of vocational education and training 
policy reform in Azerbaijan, both primary and secondary data were utilised. A purposive sam-
pling strategy was employed to select key policy documents, including legislation, government 
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strategies, and reports from international organisations. In total, twenty documents were ana-
lysed to trace the evolution of VET policies and discern the priorities of various stakeholders. 
Additionally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with twenty-four policymakers, insti-
tutional leaders, and experts involved in shaping Azerbaijan's VET system. The semi-structured 
format permitted participants to elaborate on their experiences, while enabling the researcher 
to delve into emerging themes and unforeseen issues more thoroughly. 

Data analysis employed a hybrid deductive-inductive approach, which provided the flexi-
bility to test existing theoretical frameworks while remaining open to new insights emerging 
from the data. Thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2021), was applied to iden-
tify recurring patterns and themes across the data. This enabled the integration of empirical 
findings with participants’ lived experiences, offering a rich and contextualised understanding 
of VET policy dynamics. To complement thematic analysis, discourse analysis was conducted 
to examine how policy narratives and institutional practices are framed within intersecting na-
tional and global contexts. The use of NVivo software facilitated systematic coding and ensured 
a structured approach to handling large volumes of qualitative data. 

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Glasgow College of Social Sciences 
Ethics Committee before commencing data collection. All participants provided informed con-
sent and were assured of anonymity and confidentiality. Personal identifiers were removed dur-
ing data processing to protect the privacy of interviewees. Reflexivity was embedded through-
out the research process to minimise potential bias and uphold the integrity of the findings. 

3 Findings 
This study investigates the factors that motivate governments to sustain vocational educa-

tion and training systems, even when these systems are not effective in developing skills. It 
explores how governments repurpose these systems beyond their primary roles in workforce 
training and preparation. The findings indicate that in Azerbaijan, the vocational education and 
training system serves multiple functions beyond skill acquisition, influenced by historical leg-
acies, policy frameworks, and socio-economic dynamics. 

An analysis of policy documents and reports by international organisations reveals that 
until 2016, when major reforms in Azerbaijan’s VET system began with the establishment of 
the VET Agency and the adoption of the VET Roadmap, the system had remained largely un-
changed for over 25 years since independence (European Training Foundation, 2020; European 
Union, 2019). During this period, the VET system remained stable in terms of financing, stu-
dent enrolment, and the number of people employed within the sector. The Strategic Roadmap 
for Vocational Education and Training in the Republic of Azerbaijan identifies several critical 
challenges within the system. These include obsolete and non-functional infrastructure; curric-
ula and teaching materials that do not align with current requirements; insufficient competency 
levels and low remuneration among vocational education and training personnel; and a disparity 
between graduates' skills and labour market demands. Furthermore, it notes that numerous vo-
cational education and training institutions are not being used for their intended purposes (Gov-
ernment of Azerbaijan, 2016). 

Similarly, The European Union's technical assistance project report emphasizes enduring 
structural weaknesses in Azerbaijan's vocational education and training system. It points to the 
lack of a clear development strategy, an incomplete legal framework, and a persistent mismatch 
between the skills provided and labour market demands. Additional challenges mentioned as 
outdated curricula and teaching materials, insufficient funding for vocational schools, and lim-
ited human resource capacity in both management and teaching staff. The report also highlights 
obsolete infrastructure and inadequate teaching resources as major concerns within the system 
(European Union, 2019). 
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Nevertheless, by 2016, Azerbaijan’s VET system comprised 1,673 teaching staff and 
24,482 students across 113 VET institutions. The system’s financing amounted to 34 million 
AZN (approximately 20 million USD), representing 1.98% of the total education budget of 1,7 
billion AZN (approximately 1.008 billion USD). Prior to 2015, the VET system did not receive 
direct state budget allocations and was instead financed as part of the overall education budget 
(Government of Azerbaijan, 2022). 

Furthermore, findings indicated that despite recurring concerns in policy documents about 
significant financial shortages in the VET system, the government did not pursue privatization 
as a solution. Instead, it chose to retain VET institutions within the framework of the public 
education system. Even today, private sector involvement remains minimal, with only one pri-
vate VET institution operating in the country. This indicates a continued policy preference for 
state control over vocational education rather than market-driven reforms. 

One of the key findings of this research is that vocational education and training in Azer-
baijan has retained a crucial function of upbringing, alongside its primary role in skills devel-
opment. This reflects the Soviet legacy in education, where the principle of training-upbringing 
(обучение-воспитание) remains deeply embedded in policy frameworks such as the Law on 
Education and the Vocational Education Law of Azerbaijan (Government of Azerbaijan, 2018). 
The enduring role of VET as a socialization tool is evident in both policy documents and stake-
holder interviews, where respondents repeatedly emphasized that ensuring student attendance 
remains a central objective of the VET system, even in cases where formal skills training is 
inactive or ineffective. The historical function of VET as a means of social control rather than 
purely an economic mechanism was clearly articulated by interviewee, who stated: 

During the Soviet era, vocational education was designed not just to provide employ-
ment but also to ensure that the most vulnerable students were engaged in an institu-
tional setting rather than left on the streets.  (Ministry of Economy representative, line 
14) 

A similar sentiment was echoed by another interviewee, who highlighted that demographic and 
economic considerations played a significant role in sustaining VET: 

As the country experienced economic shifts after the oil contracts, the government 
recognized that a large number of ninth-grade graduates were not transitioning to 
higher education or structured employment. The challenge was how to absorb this 
population. The decision was made to direct them into vocational education as a means 
to prevent future social and economic risks. (Former VET manager, line 223) 

This perspective was further reinforced by a yet another interviewee, who framed the issue as 
a political necessity rather than an educational one: 

With nearly 100,000 graduates per year, allowing all of them to take the university 
entrance exam was seen as a risk. In reality, only about 50 percent could pursue higher 
education, leaving a large segment of students without clear options. Vocational edu-
cation became the designated pathway to accommodate those who otherwise had no-
where to go. (Labour Ministry representative, line 89) 

Another key finding from stakeholder interviews is that the primary quality metric for VET 
institutions remains student attendance rather than educational outcomes. A interviewee noted: 

In secondary schools, quality is measured by university admission rates, Olympiad 
results, or student placements abroad. But how do we measure quality in VET? Right 
now, the only indicator we use is how many students are still attending. This reflects 
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a fundamental issue—VET is still assessed based on its ability to keep students within 
the system rather than on the quality of their education or employability. (Regional 
VET school manager, line 222) 

The findings of this study also reveal that the Law on Vocational Education in Azerbaijan 
explicitly states that the purpose of vocational education is to "shape the education of students 
in the spirit of moral and human values, based on the interests of the state and the ideology of 
Azerbaijanism"(Government of Azerbaijan, 2018, line 258). This objective highlight that the 
VET system is not primarily focused on skills development but rather on ideological and moral 
upbringing, aligning with the state’s nationalistic agenda. 

Further investigation into the parliamentary hearings on the VET law provides critical in-
sights. Despite drawing inspiration from European models, Azerbaijani decision-makers delib-
erately incorporated the concept of Azerbaijanism (Azerbaijani nationalism) into the law. This 
sparked debates among Members of Parliament (MPs), with some arguing that vocational edu-
cation should not be influenced by nationalism or ideology. However, the inclusion of Azer-
baijanism was defended as essential for fostering national identity and values. For example, 
during the parliamentary hearings, one MP argued: 

Today, those who sit in Europe and slander our state, nation, and land have no sense 
of responsibility towards Azerbaijani values, neither in their upbringing nor their edu-
cation... This is why we will not remove a single word or letter from the provisions 
related to Azerbaijanism in the Law. (Milli Majlis, 2018, p. 17) 

This statement underscores the nationalistic approach of local decision-makers, who prior-
itized ideological objectives over purely educational or skills-based goals. Even though the re-
forms were framed as modernization efforts, the emphasis on Azerbaijanism reveals a deliber-
ate effort to use VET as a tool for ideological upbringing and state-building, rather than solely 
for workforce preparation. 

The use of VET as a state mechanism for social integration rather than purely for workforce 
preparation is consistent with findings from previous research on Soviet and post-Soviet edu-
cation systems. Scholars discussed how VET in the USSR functioned as both a technical train-
ing system and a state-controlled ideological apparatus, ensuring that students were moulded 
into politically compliant and socially disciplined citizens (Chankseliani, 2017; Silova & 
Palandjian, 2018). This dual function of VET had persisted in Azerbaijan, where its role extends 
beyond market-driven education policies to serve as an institutional safeguard against youth 
disengagement and socio-economic instability. 

Thus, the Azerbaijani government’s utilization of VET extends beyond workforce devel-
opment, positioning it as an instrument for social stabilization and political management. While 
globally, vocational education is framed as a mechanism for economic growth, in Azerbaijan, 
it remains a policy tool to absorb excess youth into structured institutions, reinforcing its his-
torical role as an apparatus of upbringing rather than just skills training. 

4 Conclusion 
This study examined the vocational education and training system in Azerbaijan, identify-

ing its role beyond the widely accepted objectives of employability and social inclusiveness 
(Tchibozo, 2022). While much of the literature frames VET within these two domains, this 
research highlighted an additional social management role within the Azerbaijani context. The 
findings indicated that, rather than functioning as a mechanism for skill development or eco-
nomic productivity, the VET system was maintained as a means to absorb youth into stat run 
VET institutions. Despite limited evidence of meaningful learning outcomes, the government 
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continued to maintain and direct students into the system, suggesting that VET primarily served 
political and social stability objectives rather than genuine workforce preparation. 

Utilising the historical institutionalism perspective, it is evident that Azerbaijan's Soviet 
past has influenced its present institutional and political systems, as well as its decision-making 
structures, which in turn continue to shape present-day VET policies (Pierson & Skocpol, 2002; 
Thelen, 2003). Hence, the concept of "upbringing" (vospitanie), which was a core function of 
the Soviet education system, remains an integral part of the training system. It primarily shapes 
the dual role of the VET system even after independence, influencing decision-making for over 
35 years  (Silova, 2009; Silova et al., 2017). Nevertheless, although the Soviet system no longer 
exists, elements from the previous system can be integrated into the new one, depending on the 
government's vision and priorities. Hence, the role of VET is not only limited to skills devel-
opment but also serves as a tool for social management. This function does not require vast 
investment in the system but yields significant benefits for the state. 

Thus, while the original Soviet concept of upbringing was rooted in ideological conformity, 
its post-Soviet adaptation in Azerbaijan reflects a broader strategy of youth management. The 
VET system functions as a mechanism to absorb and discipline youth, mitigating risks, even if 
it fails to fulfil its stated purpose of workforce preparation. 

Although some scholars already critiqued the tokenistic nature of some VET systems 
(Langthaler et al., 2022; Melnyk, 2023; Silova et al., 2020; Wolf, 2020) yet this study extended 
that critique by demonstrating how a VET system could persist without skill acquisition being 
a priority. Drawing on  Bourdieu’s social reproduction’s theory (Bourdieu, 2018), this research 
further explained how VET could serve as an instrument of social management, reinforcing 
existing socio-economic hierarchies. Additionally, this study contributed to academic discourse 
by illustrating how historical legacies shaped contemporary policies, particularly the ways in 
which centralized state influence and Soviet-era institutional structures continued to define 
VET’s role. 

This study also contributes to the broader literature on post-Soviet education systems. Nev-
ertheless, it always acknowledges a primary limitation which is its focus on Azerbaijan as a 
single case study, which constrains the broader applicability of findings. This finding further 
underscores the need for comparative research across post-Soviet states to assess how historical 
legacies shape contemporary VET policies and whether alternative models have successfully 
broken away from these institutional constraints. Hence, the findings of this study hold im-
portant implications for international donor organizations and policymakers involved in voca-
tional education and training reforms, particularly in developing and transitional economies. 
When supporting VET reforms, donor organizations often assume that global best practices can 
be universally applied. However, as Olsen (2023) indicated, national policies in developing 
countries are often constrained by factors such as historical institutional frameworks, prevailing 
political agendas, economic constraints, and existing governance structures. Governments may 
use the tools available to them not necessarily in the way they are intended globally but based 
on their immediate functional needs. 
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Abstract 
Context: The world of work is characterized by technological change processes that lead, 
among other things, to the emergence of new business processes, workflows and communica-
tion channels (e.g. Ramin, 2022). Based on the considerations of the MTO 1model (Ulich, 
2013), the human, technological and organizational factors are interdependent. The “human 
factor”, i.e. the employees themselves, plays a significant role in the digital transformation. 
Approach: To this end, an online-based quantitative survey was conducted in German compa-
nies. The aim is to analyze the technology readiness of selected groups of employees in Ger-
many. Central aspects such as technology acceptance, technology competence beliefs and tech-
nology control beliefs are analyzed with the help of the technology acceptance model (Neyer 
et al., 2012) and examined together with the employees' professional self-efficacy scale. The 
study focuses on the following questions: 1) What is the level of technology readiness among 
employees? 2) To what extent do demographic factors such as age, gender and level of educa-
tion influence the technological readiness of adults towards new digital technologies? 3) What 
role does professional self-efficacy play? 
Findings: With regard to technology acceptance, it can be stated that this is slightly below av-
erage. Although acceptance of technology is present, it is not particularly pronounced among 
the employees surveyed. With regard to conviction in technological competence, it can be seen 
that this is well below average. With regard to technology control convictions, it is clear that 
these are also slightly below average. In addition, there is a significant positive correlation be-
tween acceptance of technology and professional self-efficacy, which indicates that higher val-
ues in acceptance of technology tend to go hand in hand with higher values in professional self-
efficacy expectations. 
Conclusions: Overall, it can be seen that individual trust and the willingness to accept and use 
new technologies in the organization are rather limited. It can be assumed that there is a certain 
degree of skepticism or concern about new technologies. In a professional context, this can lead 
to employees feeling less comfortable or working less, for example. This in turn implies that 
employees with below-average acceptance of technology may need additional professional de-
velopment. In order to develop technology readiness with its corresponding facets, it is im-
portant to identify and implement specific training and further education requirements that fo-
cus on the individual needs of the diverse workforce. 

Keywords 
digitalization, technology readiness, professional self-efficacy, employees 
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1 Introduction 
The world of work is characterized by technological change processes. Among other 

things, new technologies lead to the emergence of new business processes, workflows and com-
munication channels (e.g. Ramin, 2022; Bejaković & Mrnjavac, 2020). Digital change is not a 
target state, but an accelerated process that is both a condition and the subject of vocational 
education and training. In the context of the changing world of work, the responsibility for skills 
development is shifting to companies and employees, so that they are increasingly required to 
react to the pressure of transformation and proactively shape change. 

Based on the considerations of the MTO-model (Mensch-Technik-Organisation) model 
(Ulich, 2013), the human, technological and organizational factors are interdependent. For ex-
ample, every time a new technology is introduced, both the organizational processes and the 
skills required by employees change, and vice versa. It can therefore be assumed that companies 
must be able to balance the human, technological and organizational factors in the context of 
digital change (Häring et al., 2023). Based on this context, digital transformation raises the 
question of which (technological) skills are relevant for employees on the one hand and which 
organizational (support) measures are important on the other. 

In view of demographic developments and the ongoing shortage of skilled workers, voca-
tional education and training is also confronted with an increasingly diverse workforce, making 
the targeted skills development of skilled workers ever more important (Ramin, 2022; Nägele 
& Ertl, 2023). With regard to technological change, there is a growing risk of a digital divide 
or inequality, which can manifest itself in terms of access, use and profit (see Dijk 2019, Berg-
mann et al. 2022). Even though digital participation is increasing in Germany, for example, 
there are clear differences between the various age groups: While 14 to 27-year-olds, for exam-
ple, have a Digital Index score of 67 points, the figure for 58 to 67-year-olds, by contrast, is 58 
points (see Initiative D21 e. V., 2024). 

At the same time, digital change not only reveals a technological dimension, but also an 
individual and organizational one. This article focuses in particular on the perspective of em-
ployees in the company and their view of the technological dimension. In this context, their 
willingness to embrace technology is examined on the basis of the central aspects of technology 
acceptance, technology competence beliefs and technology control beliefs (Neyer et al., 2016) 
and placed in relation to professional self-efficacy. 

After a theoretical positioning and a description of the methodological approach, the results 
of the survey are presented. Finally, implications for vocational training are derived in the dis-
cussion. 

2 Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Technology Readiness 
The term “digitalization” covers a broad spectrum of phenomena, from everyday technol-

ogies to complex concepts such as Industry 4.0 and artificial intelligence (Lozic, 2019). In order 
to make the employees' perspective on digitalization in the company tangible, the concept of 
“technology readiness” outlined by Neyer et al. (2012) is applied in this analysis. 

The concept of technology readiness, which is based on the technology acceptance model 
according to Davis (1989), deals with the willingness of individuals and organizations to accept 
and use new technologies. Neyer et al. (2012) propose an integrative model with their further 
development of the concept of technology readiness, which includes the facets of technology 
acceptance, technology competence conviction and technology control conviction. 

Following Davis (1989), they define technology acceptance as an “explicitly represented 
attitude characteristic that reflects the subjective evaluation of technological progress” (Neyer 
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et al., 2012, p. 88). The focus here is primarily on the personal relationship to technology and 
interest in technical innovations (ibid.). Based on the concept of competence beliefs (Krampen, 
1991), Neyer et al. (2012) understand technological competence beliefs as “the subjective ex-
pectation of possibilities for action in technology-relevant situations” (ibid., p. 88). They rep-
resent a specific self-concept of one's own abilities, which reflects both biographical experi-
ences in dealing with familiar technologies and the subjectively expected ability to adapt to 
unfamiliar technologies (ibid.). Technology control beliefs can be identified as a further facet 
of technology readiness. These are individual expectations of influence and control over tech-
nical processes and their effects in the (professional) environment as perceived by the individ-
ual (ibid.; Krampen, 1991). 

Although there has been some work on technology readiness in companies at an organiza-
tional level in recent years, this relates either to individual facets (e.g. technology acceptance, 
Frings et al., 2023) or to individual sectors (e.g. outpatient care) (Rothenbusch, Mehner & Kauf-
feld, 2023). 

Overall, the concept of technology readiness makes it clear that the successful use of tech-
nology depends on individual attitudes and beliefs with regard to competence and control. Con-
sequently, it provides a theoretical framework to examine the adaptability of professionals of 
different age groups in dealing with digital technologies and to shed light on both the potential 
challenges and opportunities of digitalization in the context of a changing world of work. As 
outlined at the beginning of the MTO model (Ulich, 2013), the organizational and technological 
dimensions are just as important as the individual level (people). 

2.2 Occupational Self-Efficacy 
Occupational self-efficacy, which is derived from the psychological concept of self-effi-

cacy and represents a domain-specific focus (Abele et al., 2000), describes a person's individual 
expectation and confidence in their own abilities to cope with certain occupational tasks on 
their own and to successfully master challenges in the work environment (ibid.; Anderson & 
Betz, 2001; Bandura, 1977). 
 From a theoretical perspective, the concept of career self-efficacy expectation refers to a 
motivational (the “will”) and a skill-related component (the “ability”) (Abele et al., 2000). From 
a meta-analytical perspective, it can be stated that high career self-efficacy is associated with 
high self-confidence, a strong professional identity, support from colleagues, a positive expec-
tation of career progression and less career-related indecision (Choi et al., 2012) and represents 
a protective factor against career exhaustion (Shoji et al., 2015). In addition, career self-efficacy 
is related to career-related choice behavior and achievement striving, among other things (Abele 
et al. 2000; Hackett & Betz, 1995). 

In summary, it can be stated that occupational self-efficacy is an essential individual com-
ponent of employees, especially against the backdrop of a rapidly changing world of work, 
which is accompanied by uncertainty and unpredictability, e.g. digital transformation. It is pri-
marily about the conviction that one can successfully overcome possible obstacles and barriers 
that stand in the way of achieving goals with one's own abilities and skills (Abele et al., 2000; 
Ajzen, 2006). 

3 Methodology 

3.1 Research Questions 
Overall, it is clear from the research outlined above that individual factors are becoming 

increasingly important in terms of technology readiness. Individual attitudes and beliefs (here 
in relation to the relevant technologies) play a key role, particularly against the backdrop of the 
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digital transformation. Dealing with one's own abilities and skills as well as one's own aware-
ness and confidence “in oneself” are becoming increasingly important in times of digital 
change. 

Even if there are studies on technology readiness and professional self-efficacy, it can be 
stated that the perspective of employees in the company plays a rather subordinate role. In 
addition, hardly any demographic factors (age, gender, position in the company) were taken 
into account and considered in their context. 

The study focuses on the following questions: 1) What is the level of technology readiness 
among employees? 2) To what extent do demographic factors such as age, gender and level of 
education influence the technology readiness of adults towards new digital technologies? 3) Is 
there positive correlation between technology readiness and self-efficacy? 

3.2 Instrument 
For this study, an online-based quantitative survey was conducted in German companies 

to determine employees' technology readiness and professional self-efficacy. The measuring 
instrument is based on the adaptation of the validated questionnaires on technology readiness 
and professional self-efficacy. The questionnaire comprises questions: 

 
- on technology readiness in the professional environment (e.g. directly at one's own work-

place, in the work group, in the department, in the company, etc.) (Neyer et al., 2012); 
technology readiness is understood as a three-factor construct that includes the facets of 
technology acceptance (four items, 5-point Likert scale, example item: “I am very curious 
about new technical developments. “), technology competence beliefs (four items, 5-point 
Likert scale, example item: “I find it difficult to deal with new technologies - I just can't”) 
and technology control beliefs (four items, 5-point Likert scale, example item: “What hap-
pens when I deal with new technical developments is ultimately under my control”). 

- on company support options in dealing with new technologies (four items, 5-point Likert 
scale, example item: “Whether I am successful in using modern technology in my profes-
sional environment depends largely on company support options.”) 

- on the expectation of occupational self-efficacy (Knispel, et al., 2021) 
 
In addition, further socio-demographic data was collected (gender, age, sector of the com-

pany, number of employees, position in the company). The data was processed and analyzed 
using the statistical software R. 

With regard to the instrument on technology readiness, the confirmatory factor analysis 
confirmed the three-dimensional structure of the scale with excellent model fit (χ²(41) = 27.27, 
p = .951; CFI = 1.000; TLI = 1.065; RMSEA = 0.000). All standardized factor loadings were 
significant (p < 0.05) and ranged between .517 and .918. The internal consistency measures 
were satisfactory (Cronbach's alpha: technology acceptance = .85; technology competence con-
viction = .80; technology control conviction = .72). While technology acceptance and technol-
ogy competence conviction correlated significantly (r = .317, p < 0.05), technology control 
conviction showed no significant correlations with the other two factors. These results indicate 
that the scale validly measures the three theoretically assumed constructs. 

4 Findings 

4.1 Sample 
The total sample (currently) consists of 70 participants and is made up as follows: 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 48 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Table 1 
Sample 

characteristic  
gender 30 female (42.9 %) 

27 male (38.6 %) 
1 diverse (1.4 %) 

age before 1956: 0 
1956 - 1965: 2 (4,3 %) 
1966 - 1980: 18 (25,7 %) 
1981 - 1995: 34 (48,6 %) 
1996 - 2008: 15 (21,4 %) 

industry 1 = Industry (without construction): 32 (45,7 %) 
2 = Construction industry: 7 (10,0 %) 
3 = IT, information and communication: 2 (2,9 %) 
4 = Media: 0 
5 = Trade: 9 (12,9 %) 
6 = Gastronomy and accommodation: 0 
7 = Event industry: 0 
8 = Traffic (transport/logistics): 1 (1,4 %) 
9 = Banking/insurance: 2 (2,9 %) 
10 = Business-orientated services: 3 (4,3 %) 
11 = Health/care: 0 
12 = Real estate: 0 
13 = Other services: 8 (11,4 %) 
14 = Other industry, namely: 6 (8,6 %)  

position Trainees: 3 (4.3 %) 
Executive position: 32 (45.7 %) 
Managerial position: 34 (48.6 %) 

 
In the sample, it can be stated that the female and male genders are well balanced. Age 

shows a slight heterogeneity: While just under half of the respondents were born between 1981 
and 1995, 25.7% were born between 1966 and 1980 and 21.4% between 1996 and 2008. Only 
three people (4.3%) were born between 1956 and 1965. The majority of respondents (45.7%) 
come from industry. 12.9 % work in trade and 11.4 % in other service professions. With regard 
to their position in the company, 48.6% have a managerial role and 45.7% an executive role. 
Only 4.3 % of those surveyed were trainees. 

4.2 Technology Commitment 
The following (descriptive) result can be seen with regard to readiness for technology (see 

Table 2): With regard to technology acceptance, it can be stated that it is slightly below average. 
Although acceptance of technology exists, it is not particularly strong among the employees 
surveyed. With reference to the belief in technological competence, it is clear that this is well 
below average. It becomes clear that the people surveyed are below average in terms of their 
confidence in their own technical competence or their ability to use and understand technology 
effectively. With regard to technology control beliefs, it turns out that this is also below average. 
This underperformance means that the individual has less confidence in their ability to effec-
tively use or control technology compared to others. 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests were carried out to test the normal distribu-
tion assumption for the constructs technology acceptance, technology competence belief and 
technology control belief. The results showed a significant deviation from the normal distribu-
tion for technology acceptance (D(69) = 0.137, p = .003; W(69) = 0.936, p = .002). Likewise, 
belief in technological competence had a significant non-normal distribution (D(69) = 0.141, p 
= .002; W(69) = 0.912, p < .001). For technology control beliefs, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 
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revealed a significant difference (D(69) = 0.133, p = .004), while the Shapiro-Wilk test did not 
reach significance (W(69) = 0.968, p = .070). Based on these results, non-parametric testing 
procedures were used for technology acceptance and belief in technology competence. Due to 
the contradictory test results, a graphical check using histogram and Q-Q plot was carried out 
for technical control belief. While the histogram showed a slightly left-skewed distribution, the 
Q-Q plot indicated an approximately normal distribution with small deviations at the extreme 
values. Due to the slight but existing deviations from the normal distribution, it was decided to 
use non-parametric testing procedures to avoid biases in the results. 

Table 2 
Mean values of the technology readiness scale 

factor N mean SD min. max. 
Acceptance of technology 70 2.87 .73 .75 4.00 
Technology competence conviction 
 

70 .73 .62 .00 2.25 

Technology control conviction 69 2.05 .79 .33 2.05 

Note. 1 = not true at all, 2 = slightly true, 3 = partially true, 4 = fairly true, 5 = completely true 

4.3 Group Differences 
Gender. The distributions of the three constructs technology acceptance, technology com-

petence belief and technology control belief were tested for gender differences using the Mann-
Whitney U test. The results showed no significant differences between the gender groups (p > 
.05), so it can be assumed that the distributions of the constructs are identical regardless of 
gender. 

Age. The distributions of the constructs technology acceptance, technology competence 
beliefs and technology control beliefs were compared across different age groups using the 
Kruskal-Wallis test. The results show no significant differences for technology acceptance (p 
= .374) and technology control locus (p = .129), so the distributions of these constructs are 
independent of age. However, a significant difference between age groups was found for tech-
nological competence belief (p = .020), indicating that age may have an influence on the distri-
bution of this construct. However, the pairwise comparisons of the age groups for the construct 
of technological competence belief did not reveal any significant differences between individ-
ual groups after Bonferroni correction (adjusted p-values > .05). 

Position in the company. Here too, no significant differences (technology acceptance: p = 
.873; technology competence belief: p = .607, technology control belief: p = .607). 

4.4 Correlations 
In order to examine the connection between technology acceptance and another mean var-

iable (professional support options, professional self-efficacy), the Spearman rank correlation 
coefficient was calculated based on the distribution deviations. With regard to technology ac-
ceptance and operational support options state that these are not significant (p = .666). This 
means that the research does not provide sufficient evidence that there is a connection between 
technology acceptance and career support opportunities. The correlation between technology 
acceptance and professional self-efficacy (BSW) was calculated using the Spearman rho coef-
ficient. The analysis revealed a significant positive relationship (r = .282, p = .031, n = 59), 
indicating that higher values in technology acceptance tend to be associated with higher values 
in professional self-efficacy. 

Both the technology control belief and the possibility of operational support (p = .391) as 
well as the technology control belief and professional self-efficacy are not significant (p = .770). 
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The analysis of the relationships between technological competence beliefs and professional 
self-efficacy using the Spearman rho correlation coefficient revealed a significant positive re-
lationship (r = 0.362, p = .005, n = 59). This suggests that higher scores in occupational self-
efficacy tend to be associated with higher scores in technological competence beliefs. 

Spearman rho correlation analysis revealed a significant negative relationship between 
technological competence belief and operational support opportunity (r = -0.373, p = .004, n = 
59), indicating that higher scores in technological competence belief are associated with lower 
scores in operational support opportunity. In summary, the statement suggests that this analysis 
found that individuals with higher technological competence beliefs tend to have fewer opera-
tional support options. This could mean that people who feel more confident in their technical 
skills may rely less on formal support or may receive less such support. Conversely, it may also 
mean that those who are not dependent on support do not need it as they have a higher level of 
technical expertise. 

4.5 Limitation 
Overall, the small sample size limits the significance of the results. At this point, a larger 

population is desirable. It can also be noted that the hierarchical structure of the data is not taken 
into account. Respondents can be assigned to companies, which would theoretically model two 
levels, which we cannot do here because the assignment is not possible. 

In addition, the assumption of normal distribution is violated, so nonparametric methods 
were used and not regression. There is also an uneven distribution across sectors. In addition, 
there may be distortions in the answers, for example due to social desirability in surveys that 
are based on self-reporting. Furthermore, it should be noted that the concept of technology is 
not further differentiated in this study. Further investigation would be worthwhile. 

5 Discussion 
With regard to technology readiness, it can be stated that technology acceptance and the 

belief in technology control are below average and the belief in technology competence is well 
below average. It can be assumed that individual trust and willingness to accept and use new 
technologies in the organization are rather limited. It can be assumed that there is a certain level 
of skepticism or concerns about new technologies. People may show less interest or motivation 
to try new tech tools or solutions. This can cause them to lag behind in their technical develop-
ment. In a professional context, it can lead to employees in companies feeling less comfortable 
or working less. This in turn implies that employees with below-average acceptance of tech-
nology may need additional training. It is also clear that professional self-efficacy plays a key 
role, particularly with regard to confidence in technical competence. This means that if some-
one has a higher expectation of their own ability to be successful in their profession (profes-
sional self-efficacy expectation), this also tends to go hand in hand with a stronger conviction 
that they themselves are technically competent (technical competence conviction). In other 
words: If someone sees themselves as very capable in their job, then they are also more likely 
to believe that they are good with technology. 

Organizations with the appropriate management levels are asked to specifically address the 
individual needs of employees and to establish support options. In connection with this, voca-
tional training and further education also face enormous challenges. This is reinforced by digital 
transformation and increasing diversity of trainees and employees in companies. With techno-
logical change, the risk of a digital divide is growing, revealing a separation between people 
who have access to and use digital media and those who do not. 

In order for organizations and individuals to survive in digital transformation, a deep un-
derstanding of the opportunities and challenges of the digital transformation process is required. 
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In the spirit of digital participation, all employment groups should be included so that a diver-
sity-sensitive use of technologies can be guaranteed. In order to develop technology readiness 
with its corresponding facets, it is about identifying and implementing specific training and 
further education needs that focus on the individual needs of the diverse workforce. Vocational 
training has an important role to play in this context, as it forms the core or basis for the change 
process within the framework of digital transformation. 

References 
Abele, A. E. (2000). Zur ökonomischen Erfassung beruflicher Selbstwirksamkeits-erwartungen - Neukonstruktion 

einer BSW-Skala. Zeitschrift für Arbeits- und Organisationspsychologie A&O, 44, 145–51. 
https://doi.org/10.1026//0932-4089.44.3.145 

Ajzen, I. (2006). Perceived behavioral control, self-efficacy, locus of control, and the theory of planned behavior. 
Journal of applied social psychology, 32(4), 665-683. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb00236.x 

Anderson, S. L. & Betz, N. E (2001). Sources of Social Self-Efficacy Expectations: 
Their Measurement and Relation to Career Development. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 58 (1), 98–117. 

https://doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.2000.1753 
Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psychological Review, 84 (2), 

191–215. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033295X.84.2.191 
Bejaković, P. & Mrnjavac, Z. (2020). The Importance of Digital Literacy on the Labour Market. Employee Rela-

tions: The International Journal, 42 (4), 921–932. https://doi.org/10.1108/ER-07-2019-0274 
Bergmann, N. et al. (2022). Login statt Logout: Ältere Beschäftigte und Digitalisierung im Fokus. L&R Sozial-

forschung GmbH. https://www.esf.at/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Endbericht_LoginLo-
gout_Mai2022_LR.pdf 

Davis, F. D. (1989). Perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and user acceptance of information technology. 
MIS Quar- terly, 13, 319–340. https://doi.org/10.2307/249008 

Dijk, Jan A. G. M. van (2019). The Digital Divide. Polity Press. https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24355 
Frings, K. et al (2023). Technologieakzeptanz in der Digitalisierung der ambulanten 
Pflege – eine Fallstudie. In S. Kauffeld & S. Rothenbusch (Eds.), Kompetenzen von Mitarbeitenden in der digita-

lisierten Arbeitswelt - Kompetenzmanagement in Organisationen (pp. 58-76). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
662-66992-1_11 

Häring, et al. (2023). Entwicklung von Selbstorganisationskompetenzen in der Industrie 4.0. In  S. Kauffeld, 
S. Rothenbusch (Eds.), Kompetenzen von Mitarbeitenden in der digitalisierten Arbeitswelt - Kompetenzma-
nagement in Organisationen (pp. 18-36). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-66992-1_11 

Hackett, G. & Betz, N. E. (1995). Self-efficacy and career choice and development. In J. E. Maddux (Ed.), Self-
efficacy, adaptation, and adjustment: Theory, research, and application (pp. 249-280). Plenum. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-6868-5_9 

Initiative D21 e. V. (2024). D21-Digital-Index 2023/24. Jährliches Lagebild zur Digitalen 
Gesellschaft. https://initiatived21.de/uploads/03_Studien-Publikationen/D21-Digital-Index/2023-24/d21digitalin-

dex_2023-2024.pdf (22.01.2025). 
Knispel, J., Wittneben, L., Slavchova, V. & Arling, V. (2021). Skala zur Messung der beruflichen Selbstwirksam-

keitserwartung (BSW-5-Rev). Zusammenstellung sozialwissenschaftlicher Items und Skalen (ZIS). 
https://doi.org/10.6102/zis303 

Krampen, G. (1991). Fragebogen zu Kompetenz- und Kontrollüberzeugungen (FKK). Handanweisung. Hogrefe. 
Lozić, J. (2019). Core concept of business transformation: From business digitalization to business digital trans-

formation. 48th International Scientific Conference on Economic and Social Development – "Managerial 
Issues in Modern Business". Warsaw. 

Nägele, C., & Ertl, H. (2023). Betriebliches Kompetenzmanagement älterer Mitarbeiter:innen in digitalen Lernset-
tings [Operational competence management of older employees in digital learning settings]. Zeitschrift für 
Berufs- und Wirtschaftspädagogik, 119(2), 319–343 DOI 10.25162/zbw-2023-0013 

Neyer, F. J., & Gebhardt, C. (2012). Entwicklung und Validierung einer Kurzskala zur Erfassung von Technikbe-
reitschaft [Development and validation of a short scale to measure technology commitment]. Diagnostica, 
58, 87-99. https://doi.org/10.1026/0012-1924/a000067 

Ramin, P. (Ed.). (2022). Digital Competence and Future Skills: How companies prepare themselves for the digital 
future. Carl Hanser Verlag GmbH Co KG. 

Rothenbusch, S., Mehner, L. & Kauffeld, S. (2023): Digitale Unterstützung des Lerntransfers und der Wissens-
weitergabe in kleinen und mittleren Unternehmen: Beurteilung des LeWiT-Tools durch Nutzende, Führungs-
kräfte, Personaler*innen und Trainer*innen. In S. Kauffeld, S. Rothenbusch (EDS), Kompetenzen von Mit-
arbeitenden in der digitalisierten Arbeitswelt - Kompetenzmanagement in Organisationen (pp. 195-214). 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 52 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-66992-1_11 
Shoji, K. et al. (2015). Associations between job burnout and self efficacy: a meta-analysis.  Anxiety, Stress & 

Coping, 29 (4), 367- 389. https://doi.org/10.1080/10615806.2015.1058369 
Ulich, E. (2013). Arbeitssysteme als soziotechnische Systeme – eine Erinnerung. Journal Psychologie des 

Alltagshandelns, 6, 4–12. 

Biographical Notes 
Dr Dana Bergmann works as a junior professor for Vocational and Business Education at the 
University of Osnabrück. Her research focuses on the topic of digitalization in vocational edu-
cation and training, (digital) teaching and learning settings, practical school study phases and 
the topic of biographical coherence in professional development. Dana Bergmann has led var-
ious projects on the subject of qualification requirements for further training and career orien-
tation. 
 



  
 

 
Copyrighted material  Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 53 

Bohlinger, S. (2025). ‘Excellence’ in vocational education and training. In E. Quintana-Murci, F. Salvà-Mut, B. 
E. Stalder, & C. Nägele (Eds.), Towards inclusive and egalitarian vocational education and training: Key 
challenges and strategies from a holistic and multi-contextual approach. Proceedings of the 6th Crossing 
Boundaries Conference in Vocational Education and Training, Palma, Mallorca, Spain, 21 to 23 May 2025 
(pp. 53–60). VETNET. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.15364860  

‘Excellence’ in Vocational Education and Training 

Bohlinger, Sandra 
sandra.bohlinger@tu-dresden.de, Dresden University of Technology 

Abstract 
Context: This contribution uses the concept of ‘excellence’ within Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) and aims to identify the meaning of ‘excellence’ at the crossroads of ‘innova-
tion’ within VET. 
Approach: The paper refers to the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research's fund-
ing initiative ‘InnoVET’ as a case study. 
Findings: The findings highlight a gap in the meaning of what constitutes excellence and inno-
vation in VET. Unlike higher education, which benefits from widely accepted frameworks and 
metrics (such as research output in terms of publications, talks, teaching quality, institutional 
reputation etc.), VET lacks such a cohesive understanding of ‘excellence’. 
Conclusions: Discussions about the two notions in VET remain nebulous, with various stake-
holders applying differing interpretations and criteria. 

Keywords 
excellence, innovation, case study, Germany 

1 Introduction 
This contribution to the 2025 Crossing Boundaries’ conference uses the concept of ‘excel-

lence’ within Vocational Education and Training (VET) by referring to the German Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research's funding initiative ‘InnoVET’ (Shaping the Future – In-
novations for Excellent Vocational Education) as a case study. This perspective is of interest 
for other European countries as it addresses the critical need for a unified understanding of 
excellence in VET, which can drive reforms in national education systems and contribute to an 
improved collaboration accross countries in this field. 

Against this background this paper sheds light on a significant conceptual ambiguity. It 
shows that stakeholders associate ‘excellence’ in VET with terms like ‘outstanding VET’ and 
thus expect enhancing labour market opportunities, increasing workforce productivity, and 
broader economic benefits. This is the case with e.g., the European Skills Agenda (European 
Commission, 2020) or the Council Recommendations on VET (Council of the European Union, 
2020) where vocational excellence is seen as a means for reforms in VET. Taking the above-
mentioned German funding scheme as a case study, this contribution also shows that there is 
no unified or clearly defined understanding of the term. Both, at European and at national levels, 
‘excellence’ (and ‘innovation’) often refer to any kind of e.g. education-business cooperation, 
professional development, didactical approaches, digitalisation or ‘green skills’ (for an over-
view with respect to the European state of the art see Jansson & Lager, 2023). This contrasts 
sharply with other fields of research such as higher education, where research on excellence 
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has a longer tradition (de Jong et al., 2023) and ‘excellence’ often comes with specific bench-
marks and clearly defined indicators (Loukkola et al., 2020). In line with that, innovation re-
search mostly focuses on highly skilled workforce neglecting the contribution of VET (Toner, 
2010). For example, the European Innovation Scoreboard (EIS) provides aims to measure the 
research and innovation performance of the European Members States. This measurement 
framework covers numerous indicators such as the population aged 25-34 with tertiary educa-
tion, lifelong learning, venture capital expenditures or employed ICT specialists (European 
Commission, 2023, p. 6). While outcomes of VET are integrated into this framework indirectly 
(e.g. employed ICT specialists), indicators that are directly linked to VET are not mentioned. 
Thus, while there is common agreement on the importance of VET as a contribution to innova-
tion and excellence, this is not well reflected in respective studies (Tether et al., 2005, p. 73). 

The findings highlight a gap in the standardization of what constitutes excellence in VET 
and its linkages with innovation as both notions are used interchangebly. Unlike higher educa-
tion, which benefits from widely accepted frameworks and metrics (such as research output, 
teaching quality, and institutional reputation), VET lacks such a cohesive understanding. As a 
result, discussions around excellence in VET remain nebulous, with various stakeholders ap-
plying differing interpretations and criteria. 

This ambiguity raises questions about how VET institutions can be assessed and improved 
in a consistent manner to foster their ‘excellence’ and their contribution to e.g., social and eco-
nomic innovation. It also underlines the need for further research to establish clear, practical 
indicators of excellence that reflect the unique goals and outcomes of VET. 

The paper starts with a literature-based review of existing understandings of excellence in 
education. In a second step, it turns to the understanding of excellence in the context of inno-
vation in a German funding line called InnoVET. 17 projects that were run between 2019 and 
2024 provide a different understanding of excellence and therewith-linked innovation. They 
applied various accesses to strengthen a) innovation including equality, b) industries, c) digital 
change, e) cooperation between learning locations, f) training quality, and g) hybrid education 
models. 

Comparing and contrasting these definitions and understandings, we can see that ‘innova-
tion’ is understood in terms of developing educational products, be it a qualification pathway, 
training material or a qualification concept. At the same time, it is clear that such products are 
not an aim in itself but rather a means to increase the attractiveness and inclusiveness of VET. 

2 What are ‘Excellence’ and ‘Innovation’? 
Innovation usually refers to a process of creating new ideas, approaches, products, or pro-

cesses to improve something existing and thus achieve progress. Innovation is always charac-
terized by a mix of (calculable) risk, creativity, and the replacement of previous solutions. 
Moreover, ‘innovation […] is to be regarded as an instrument of necessary and positive change. 
Any human activity (e.g., industrial, business, or educational) needs constant innovation to re-
main sustainable’ (Serdyukov, 2017, p. 5). Although many types of innovation have been dis-
cussed in recent years (e.g., social innovation, digital innovation, service innovation, etc.), the 
fundamental aspects of innovation development have remained the same. These include phases 
such as recognizing opportunities, generating and selecting ideas, developing and testing pro-
totypes, iterating them, and ultimately implementing the innovation (sustainably), including its 
monitoring and evaluation. It is also important to note that most innovations simply fade away, 
for example, because they fail to achieve lasting practical transfer or lack a viable market. In 
other words: ‘Only when ‘doing something new or differently’ is commercialised or applied in 
the community that is becomes an ‘innovation’ (Guthrie & Dawe, 2004, p. 10; see also Kearney, 
2004, p. 60). 
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Innovation also requires routine. Only when a system (process, structure) has existed and 
been understood for a long time can it harbour innovation potential. In this context, innovation, 
and even more so its transfer, is always shaped by processes and is largely dependent on the 
willingness of the actors affected to change. In that sense, much remains to be done: ‘Few areas 
have been as hopeful and as disappointing as innovation in education. Education is probably 
the single most important function in our society today, yet it remains one of the least under-
stood, despite incredible levels of investment from venture capitalists and governments’ (Crich-
ton, 2015). 

Excellence, on the other hand, refers to the outstanding position of an object (product, pro-
cess, idea, service, etc.) compared to other objects. In the context of education, a well-known 
example is the Excellence Strategy in higher education in Germany, which has been used by 
the Federal Government and States since 2007 to honour top university research. Its aim was 
and still is to particularly promote those universities—also in competition with each other—
that perform research in internationally outstanding and competitive fields, thereby strengthen-
ing the entire university system. If one were to look for a connection between innovation and 
excellence, it could be concluded: Excellence requires innovation, but not every innovation 
necessarily leads to excellence. 

It is logical and consistent to implement approaches to promoting innovation and excel-
lence analogously to the higher education sector and in VET. Unlike the German Excellence 
Strategy for universities, the focus of innovation promotion in VET is on the idea of promoting 
the entire training sector in conjunction with higher education to strengthen Germany's eco-
nomic position. The idea is that innovative products, such as educational programs, can only 
emerge if vocational, continuing, and higher education are more closely linked and existing 
structures are taken into account. This seems all the more difficult as terms like innovation or 
excellence are not fixed terms in this context but are interpreted differently depending on the 
perspective of the various actors. This is even more true when, in addition to the coupling of 
vocational and higher education, goals like strengthening industries or fostering cooperation in 
learning environments are also considered. Additionally, the German VET system is generally 
regarded as resistant and tradition-oriented, even and especially towards innovations such as 
modularization or approaches to internationalization (e.g., through credit points). 

Thus, connecting innovation and excellence is an ambitious and complex goal. This is pre-
cisely what the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research has set out to achieve with 
the competition ‘Shaping the Future – Innovations for Excellent Vocational Education (Inno-
VET)’. The goal is to make the existing VET system future-proof and excellent through inno-
vative focal points. Before going into more detail, the question arises: What defines excellence 
(and innovation) in VET? 

3 Existing Studies and Reserach on ‘Innovation’ and ‘Excellence’ 
Germany's vocational education system has been regarded as having strong innovation and 

exemplary power in international comparison for decades. The key pillars are: a) the close co-
operation of actors, b) the relatively broad, rather than company-specific, curricula compared 
to international standards, which extend far beyond a single profession, c) opportunities for 
advancement into higher education, and d) a broad societal and economic acceptance of the 
entire vocational education system, especially VET. At the same time, international compari-
sons point out that economic innovation capacity is largely determined by the proportion of 
workforce with an academic degree in a country, while skilled workers at the intermediate level 
contribute much less to innovation in many countries (Backes-Gellner & Lehnert, 2023, p. 86; 
Lewis, 2023; Matthies et al., 2023). Therefore, addressing the innovative capacity of and 
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through VET is not only urgently necessary but should also contribute, from a scientific per-
spective, to solving the paradox (ibid., p. 86) between the internal and external perceptions of 
the VET system. 

In fact, there are several studies showing in which ways and why VET in Germany is al-
ready perceived as highly innovative and excellent (Deissinger, 2015; Haasler & Gottschall, 
2015; OECD, 2020, p. 58ff.). This includes, foremost, the low youth unemployment rate as a 
consequence of the theory-practice coupling, the binding nature of curricular regulations, and 
the legally guaranteed involvement of social partners in curriculum design, which are updated 
more or less regularly to incorporate and initiate labour market-related innovations in education 
and training. In addition to the well-known strengths of the VET apprenticeship system, such 
as the breadth of education and training, competence orientation, and opportunities for advance-
ment, newer developments in continuing VET (CVET) are also driving the innovative power 
of the entire VET system. An example is the introduction of three levels of CVET (Certified 
Specialist, Bachelor Professional, Master Professional) in 2020 with the amendment of the Vo-
cational Training Act. Creating such qualification pathways as alternatives to academic career 
paths offers high innovation potential for the education system and the qualification of skilled 
workers if these new pathways can be widely implemented and made accessible. It is no coin-
cidence that current theses and outlooks for better VET (Working Group 9 + 1, 2022) focus on 
such alternatives and explicitly address modularization and thus the flexibility of VET, the 
strengthening of formal continuing VET, and the transitions between vocational and higher 
education. 

Career path concepts, coherent and permeable qualification pathways, regional network-
ing, and improved cooperation structures, as well as cross-sectoral offerings, also play leading 
roles in fostering innovation. Against this backdrop, I focus on the 17 projects funded by the 
German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) within the funding scheme In-
noVET (‘Shaping the Future – Innovations for Excellent Vocational Education’). The contri-
butions provide insights into the implementation of the focal points that shape the competition, 
including equivalence, industry strengthening, digital networking, expansion of learning loca-
tion cooperation, improving training quality, and testing hybrid educational models. The im-
portance of permeability is clearly demonstrated by the number of projects addressing these 
issues: 13 out of 17 projects focus on interfaces between vocational education and training on 
one hand and academic qualification on the other (Kuhlee et al., 2022, p. 672). Key ideas in-
clude: (a) the systematic creation of career paths within vocational education considering fur-
ther qualifications, (b) the strengthening of reciprocal switching opportunities, (c) the offer of 
hybrid formats, or (d) the development of convergent educational formats (Kuhlee et al., 2022, 
p. 675). While these are not the only topics being addressed, their significance for creating 
innovation is reflected in them. This process is framed by accompanying research by three in-
stitutions (University of Magdeburg, University of Paderborn, Federal Institute for Vocational 
Education and Training), which aims to identify factors that make innovation and its transfer 
possible. Preliminary results from the accompanying research show that the InnoVET projects 
address not only the system level (connection between academic and vocational education) but 
also the meso level (cooperation between learning sites, excellence centers) and the micro level, 
such as the specific design of individual professions in, for example, the chemistry and phar-
maceutical sectors (Daniel-Soeltenfuss et al., 2022, p. 685). 

However, the accompanying research also shows that determining the understanding of 
innovation and its transfer is difficult, as the involved projects pursue very different innovation 
concepts and ideas, ranging from entirely new products and services to incremental, i.e., smaller 
changes with limited reach, and encompassing both social and technological innovations (Dan-
iel-Soeltenfuss et al., p. 688). 
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Although it is still too early to expect comprehensive results from the projects and their 
accompanying research, the project activities at this point clearly demonstrate what drives in-
novation in VET: "While personal aspects are primarily mentioned as conditions for success 
and the effectiveness of one's own actions is emphasized, environmental factors are highlighted 
in particular when it comes to challenges" (Daniel-Soetenfuss et al., p. 694). 

4 Approach 
This overview of both, existing understandings of ‘excellence’ and ‘innovation’ as well as 

the InnoVET funding scheme, show that there is no unified understanding of the two notions. 
Against this background, the aim of this contribution is to identify the core meaning of ‘inno-
vation’ in the 17 projects of the funding scheme. In general, innovation in VET can refer to 
several aspects including the educational products and services, the management of a VET in-
stitution, teaching and learning as well as strategy and management at institutional or re-
gional/national levels (Unesco-Unevoc, 2020, p. 6). 

Deriving from the call for proposals for this funding scheme (BMBF, 2019) it was clear 
that the projects would focus on at least two of the following aspects: equality in VET, strength-
ening branches, designing digital change, increasing VET attractiveness, expanding coopera-
tion in VET and testing hybrid qualifications. However, the call for proposals was not limited 
to a particular understanding of excellence of innovation even though these notions were at the 
core of the call. 

The overview is based on the publicly available core documents. These were project sum-
maries, flyers, project documentations etc. of the funding scheme and the 17 projects that are 
available at the funding body’s public website0F

1. In detail, the study covered one final report of 
the overall project funding scheme, 17 project summaries and descriptions and 50 education 
products (descriptions, handbooks, qualification flyers, curricula etc.). A qualitative content 
analysis was run in order to identify the main understanding of innovation, its meaning and aim. 
In parallel, the funding body (BMBF) ran an accompanying study conducted by two universities 
and the Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training which were also taken into 
consideration (Daniel-Soeltenfuss et al., 2022, Kuhlee et al., 2022). 

5 Findings 
While the final report on the funding line is entitled ‘excellent innovation’ (BMBF 2024), 

it is striking that only one of the projects explicitly applies the term ‘excellence’ even though 
this notion is at the core of the funding scheme. In comparison, the term ‘innovation’ is men-
tioned in most project documents and is – in all cases – applied in the sense of ‘developing’ 
something innovative such as innovative ‘products’ (curricula, training schemes etc.). How-
ever, definitions and aims of innovation vary between projects and are – little surprisingly – 
closely intertwined with the overall aims of the funding scheme. The following table provides 
an overview of the understandings of innovation in the respective projects. 

Comparing and contrasting these definitions and understandings, we can see that ‘innova-
tion’ is– in almost all cases–understood in terms of developing educational products, be it a 
qualification pathway, training material or a qualification concept. Among the key development 
objectives are the following educational products: 

 
• qualifications at DQR levels 5 and 6. This covers continuing vocational qualifications 

above the skilled worker level (Facharbeiter); 

 
 

1  www.inno-vet.de 
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Table 1 
Understandings 

Projects Understanding of Innovation: De-
veloping… 

Meaning and aim of innovation 

P1  …an innovation cluster for VET joint use of existing VET infrastructure in Bavaria 
development of VET concepts and their transfer beyond 
Bavaria 

P2  …innovative access pathways to 
VET and attractive VET path-
ways 

systematic qualification of training staff to better address 
the needs of diverse VET target groups 

P3  … an innovation cluster for VET development of a modular qualification cluster in elec-
tronics 
development of attractive and permeable qualification 
pathways  

P4 …measures to address innovation 
threats (need of skilled work-
force) 

development of entrepreneurship spirit, development of 
international thinking and international competence 
development of hybrid qualification formats 

P5  … digitalisation measures  ‘innovative qualifications’ (blended learning, flexible 
qualification, modular qualification pathways) 

P6  …modules, qualification path-
ways and trainings 

development of dynamic, technology-oriented modules 
improvement of the quality of existing qualification 
pathways 
trainings for teaching staff at VET schools 

P7  …pathways and career guidance development of attractive pathways for young persons 
with HE access 
development of career guidance (regional competence 
centers) for VET) to optimize VET marketing 

P8  …qualifications and assessments 
tools 

development of Branch-specific additional qualifications 
at DQR1F

25 up to DQR7 
development of a digital competence assessment tool to 
improve permeability between VET and HE 

P9  …qualifications CVET for Crafts in electronics (DQR5 + DQR6) 
P10  …qualifications HVET for existing VET qualifications with respect to AI 

and machine learning (DQR5 + DQR6) 
P11 …innovative modular qualifica-

tion concepts 
CVET2F

3 at DQR5-7 

P12  …innovative CVET concepts development of an e-learning campus and an e-learning 
platform, development of assessment software  

P13  …an innovative hybrid qualifica-
tion 

dual degree within four years (HE + VET) 

P14  …learning material for teaching 
and training staff 

individualised (personalised) learning (development of a 
technology-based, responsive learning environment) 

P15  …conceptional innovations development of a ‘trial’ (trial) Quality management, trial 
learning cooperation model, trial coaching and guidance 
in administration and informatics-related occupations 

P16  …innovative qualification path-
ways  

development of a hybrid qualification (industry, higher 
education, public transportation; DQR5) 

P17  …excellence qualifications modular CVET qualifications (DQR6) including ‘inno-
vative thinking’ 

 
  

 
 

2  DQR = Deutscher Qualifikationsrahmen / German Qualifications Framework 
3  Continuing Vocational Education and Training. 
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• hybrid qualifications which refer to qualifications combining higher education and VET; 
• e-learning elements (platforms, modules, learning units etc.); 
• individualised and permeable qualifications which aim to improve access routes to higher 

education and address individual learning needs. 
 
At the same time, such products are not an aim in itself but rather a means to increase the 

attractiveness and inclusiveness of VET. Moreover, developing innovations (and thus, striving 
for excellence) by means of educational products is not linked to benchmarks and it is hardly 
linked to quantitative indicators (such as numbers of participants, numbers of involved stake-
holders etc.) A core indicator for the overall funding line, however, seems to be the number of 
developed products (n=50) which results from the information available from the project web-
site. 

6 Conclusions 
Innovation is largely dependent on its involved stakeholders as well as their opportunities 

and willingness to cooperate and collaborate. Moreover, there is no unified understanding of 
‘innovation’ and/or ‘excellence’ in VET. A non-unified understanding of both, ‘innovation’ 
and ‘excellence’ in VET may, however, limit intra-national as well as international collabora-
tion in this area. While in higher education and research, both terms often are built on rigorous 
indicators, benchmarks or rankings, this is not (yet) the case with VET where such instruments 
are not yet in place and may not be appropriate given the diversity of VET systems. 

In public VET funding schemes, transfer of innovation is nowadays a key element right 
from the beginning of projects rather than it is part of a summative evaluation. In this case 
study, ‘innovation’ mostly refers to the development of new education products such as quali-
fications, learning materials or assessment formats. Moreover, it is supposed that these products 
result in an improvement of the VET system and thus contribute to its ‘excellence’. At the same 
time, there are no specific benchmarks or indicators framing ‘innovation’ and ‘excellence’ 
which may be due to the pilot character of the initiative of the funding scheme. 

Even though the funding scheme and the case study is restricted to Germany, it may pro-
vide an impetus for other countries planning similar initiatives. They show the necessity defin-
ing a clear meaning of innovation and excellence and identifying indicators (or even bench-
marks) to assess the progress towards therewith-connected results and reforms. 
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Abstract 
Context: The increasing globalisation of Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET) has driven efforts to transfer European dual training models to Sub-Saharan Africa to 
enhance skills development and labour market integration. While these initiatives focus on 
structural and institutional reforms, the sociocultural dimensions of policy transfer remain un-
derexplored. This study critically examines the challenges of implementing European dual 
TVET structures in West-African construction training systems, with a particular emphasis on 
cultural dissonance, pedagogical mismatches, and stakeholder engagement. 
Approach: A qualitative research design integrates a comparative literature review of European 
and West African TVET frameworks alongside a desk-based analysis of EU-funded TVET 
projects, particularly GreenVETAfrica, to assess outcomes, challenges, and policy implica-
tions. Qualitative survey interviews with TVET experts further provide insight into implemen-
tation barriers and best practices. Through data triangulation, this study presents a comprehen-
sive exploration of the sociocultural and structural factors shaping dual TVET policy transfers. 
Findings: Integrating dual training models into informal apprenticeship systems proves chal-
lenging, as local traditions, economic structures, and operational realities often conflict with 
European frameworks. Many TVET projects struggle to introduce new skills meaningfully, 
constrained by implementation barriers and entrenched training traditions. Employer engage-
ment remains inconsistent, with companies hesitant due to training costs, staff retention issues, 
and curriculum misalignment. At the policy level, a top-down approach frequently neglects 
local governance and socio-economic realities, limiting sustainability. These challenges under-
score the risks of uncritical policy borrowing and highlight the need for contextually adapted 
TVET frameworks that integrate indigenous training traditions, foster stakeholder collabora-
tion, and promote inclusivity, particularly gender equity in construction training. 
Conclusions: By embedding the findings within broader debates on inclusivity in vocational 
education, this study argues that successful policy transfers require more than structural adap-
tation—they demand cultural translation, participatory engagement, and localised strategies. 
Without context-sensitive reforms, dual TVET risks reinforcing inequalities, increasing drop-
out rates, and failing to deliver sustainable skills development in West Africa. 
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1 Introduction 
This section introduces the research context, outlines the problem, and defines the study’s 

aims and guiding questions within the broader discourse on dual TVET policy transfer to West 
Africa. 

1.1 Background 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) systems have been globally rec-

ognised as a key driver of skills development, workforce readiness, and economic growth 
(UNESCO, 2015). Among the various TVET models, the dual system of vocational training, 
which integrates theoretical education in vocational schools with structured practical training 
in enterprises, has been widely implemented in countries such as Germany and Switzerland 
with remarkable success (Euler, 2023; Langthaler, 2015; Pilz, 2017). It has often been promoted 
as a global benchmark for vocational education due to its success in producing skilled workers 
who are immediately employable (Pilz, 2017). 

In recent years, there has been growing interest in transferring the European dual TVET 
system to Sub-Saharan Africa, including West Africa, as a strategy for improving training out-
comes and employability. However, its transferability remains contested due to differences in 
regulatory frameworks, economic structures, and informal training systems (Gewer, 2021; 
Langthaler, 2015). 

1.2 Problem Statement 
Despite extensive TVET policy reforms, donor-funded initiatives, and private sector inter-

ventions, systemic constraints, inadequate infrastructure, and entrenched societal biases con-
tinue to hinder the widespread adoption of dual TVET in West Africa (McGrath et al., 2020a, 
2020b; UNESCO, 2015). Employer participation remains inconsistent, with variations in train-
ing quality across different programmes (McGrath, 2023). These challenges raise critical ques-
tions about the mechanisms, actors, and motivations involved in the transfer of vocational ed-
ucation models — questions that this study explores using Dolowitz and Marsh’s (2000) policy 
transfer framework. Several studies highlight four core barriers to successful implementation, 
which are summarised in Table 1. 

Given these challenges, it is essential to critically assess the feasibility and adaptability of 
dual TVET in West Africa. The leading European dual TVET model, which originates from 
Germany, operates within a structured regulatory and industrial ecosystem supported by em-
ployer associations, financial incentives, and standardised qualifications (GOVET, 2016; Li & 
Pilz, 2023). In contrast, West-African TVET systems are often informal, lack national recogni-
tion for apprenticeships, and face inconsistent employer involvement (Gewer, 2021). Under-
standing these structural differences is crucial for evaluating whether, and how, dual TVET can 
be successfully adapted to the West African context. 
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Table 1 
Core Barriers to Successful Implementation of Dual TVET in West Africa 

Barriers Relevant scholarship 
Limited employer engagement due to cost concerns, weak regulatory 
frameworks, and fragmented institutional coordination. 

Euler (2023); McGrath (2023); 
Maurer and Gonon (2014) 

Mismatch between training curricula and industry demands, with out-
dated pedagogical approaches that fail to align with evolving labour mar-
ket needs. 

Haseloff et al. (2017); McGrath 
(2023) 

Institutional and policy inefficiencies, including fragmented governance 
structures, weak enforcement of TVET regulations, and insufficient fi-
nancing mechanisms. 
 

ACET (2023); King (2019); Va-
liente and Scandurra (2017) 

Persistent societal biases against vocational training, with TVET often 
perceived as a secondary pathway to academic education, limiting its at-
tractiveness among young people and their families. 

Oketch (2007); Adams (2012); 
Odjo et al. (2024);  

Note. This table demonstrates that the barriers involved in implementing dual TVET in West Africa are not only 
persistent, but structurally reproduced through donor agendas. For each barrier, relevant scholarship is identified. 

1.3 Aims and Objectives 
This study aims to examine the key barriers to implementing dual TVET in West Africa 

and explore strategic pathways for enhancing its effectiveness. Specifically, it seeks to answer 
the following questions: 

 
- RQ1: What structural and institutional constraints hinder the adoption of dual TVET models 

in West Africa, and how do these affect efforts to create inclusive and egalitarian vocational 
education systems? 

- RQ2: How can employer engagement be strengthened to enhance workplace training op-
portunities in the West-African construction trades, particularly for marginalised groups? 

- RQ3: What policy and curriculum reforms are necessary to align dual TVET with labour 
market demands in the construction trades, ensuring accessibility and success for diverse 
student populations? 
 
By addressing these questions, the study will contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

challenges associated with dual TVET adoption and offer evidence-based recommendations for 
improving its feasibility in West Africa. 

2 Literature Review 
The following review synthesises key theoretical perspectives and empirical findings on 

vocational education transfers, highlighting both challenges and success factors relevant to the 
West-African construction sector. 

2.1 Theoretical Framework 
This study is grounded in Dolowitz and Marsh’s (2000) policy transfer framework, which 

provides a structured approach to examining how policies are borrowed, adapted, or rejected 
across contexts. The framework identifies eight key components that guide policy transfer: (1) 
the reason and motivation of the transfer (2) the actors involved, (3) the content of what is 
transferred, (4) the donor’s location (within a nation or cross-national) (5) the degrees of trans-
fer (copying, emulation, mixtures, inspiration), (6) the constraints of transfer, (7) the demon-
stration of policy transfer (e.g. media, reports, meetings) and (8) the success or failure of trans-
fer efforts. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 64 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

These dimensions are used in the present study to analyse the transfer of European dual 
TVET systems into West African construction training, particularly to assess how donor-driven 
models are adapted—or resisted—within institutional, regulatory, and informal training con-
texts. The framework enables a nuanced reading of whether TVET policy borrowing is volun-
tary, negotiated, or externally imposed, and how this influences stakeholder buy-in, curriculum 
alignment, and accreditation pathways. 

2.2 Challenges of Policy Transfer in TVET Systems 
The construction craft sector in West Africa presents a unique case, where traditional con-

struction practices, deeply rooted in cultural and environmental contexts, rely heavily on ap-
prenticeships within informal networks, often led by master craftspeople who transmit skills 
through hands-on learning and oral instruction (Brewer, 2013; King & Palmer, 2010; Lave & 
Wenger, 2012). These informal systems provide an accessible and cost-effective pathway to 
skills acquisition, but often lack the standardisation and certification associated with formal 
TVET programs (Adams, 2012). 

The effectiveness of dual TVET systems varies in this context, depending on institutional 
structures, industry engagement, and sociocultural perceptions. TVET plays a crucial role in 
addressing skill shortages and youth unemployment in the region, yet systemic barriers, such 
as weak institutional coordination between stakeholders or a lack of sustainable funding mech-
anisms, often hinder its full potential (Gewer, 2021; Oketch, 2007). 

Studies indicate that policy transfer to West Africa is hindered by multiple systemic chal-
lenges. A major issue is the cultural misalignment due to different values between global com-
petency-based models and African traditions (Odoch et al., 2022; Stone et al., 2020). While 
European TVET encourages self-directed learning and industry engagement, West-African ed-
ucational traditions often emphasise teacher-led instruction and hierarchical structures, creating 
resistance among educators and trainees (McGrath, 2023). Research on Ghana’s TVET reforms 
found that although technical competencies improved, stakeholder resistance to pedagogical 
changes hindered full adoption of the system (Haseloff et al., 2017). 

Another critical challenge is limited employer engagement. Dual TVET systems rely heav-
ily on private sector participation, yet many businesses in West Africa are reluctant to invest in 
vocational training due to financial constraints and weak regulatory frameworks (Euler, 2023; 
Gewer, 2021). Without structured incentives or government support, employer participation 
remains inconsistent, reducing the effectiveness of practical training components. 

Furthermore, institutional fragmentation presents a major obstacle. TVET governance in 
many West-African countries is marked by overlapping mandates among different ministries, 
weak coordination, and inadequate enforcement of training regulations (King, 2019). Addition-
ally, donor involvement often prioritises visibility and output metrics over sustainability and 
systemic fit, thereby reinforcing shallow adoption. This leads to inconsistencies in certification, 
curriculum alignment, and training quality, making it difficult to standardise vocational educa-
tion across different regions. Therefore, Gewer (2021) argues that the standardisation of voca-
tional education in sub-Saharan Africa is unlikely to succeed in its current form and emphasises 
the need to enhance informal TVET models in ways that align with, rather than replicate, formal 
training structures to ensure greater accessibility and relevance. 

The intersection of these factors highlights the need for an adaptive approach to TVET 
system transfer that balances the strengths of traditional, indigenous practices with the benefits 
of structured formal education. Without addressing these tensions, the implementation of Eu-
ropean dual TVET systems risks being viewed as externally imposed and misaligned with local 
needs, limiting its potential for success and long-term sustainability (King, 2019). 
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2.3 Success Factors in TVET Transfers 
Despite these challenges, some studies highlight effective strategies that enhance the suc-

cess of dual TVET models in West Africa. One key factor is curriculum adaptation, which 
involves integrating local labour market needs with structured vocational training. A study in 
Nigeria found that blending traditional apprenticeship practices with formal TVET curricula 
improved both employer engagement and student outcomes (McGrath, 2023). 

Another success factor is capacity building for educators and trainers. Unlike in European 
contexts, where vocational instructors receive structured professional development, many West 
African TVET trainers lack pedagogical and industry-specific training (Haseloff et al., 2017). 
Training initiatives that provide competency-based instruction methods and exposure to mod-
ern industrial practices have proven effective in bridging this gap. 

Financial sustainability is also crucial for successful TVET implementation. Many voca-
tional training programmes in West Africa are donor-dependent, raising concerns about their 
long-term viability. Studies suggest that introducing co-financing models, employer levies, and 
public-private partnerships can create more sustainable funding structures (Euler, 2023). 

2.4 Gaps in the Literature 
While significant progress has been made in understanding TVET transfers, key research 

gaps remain. Most existing studies focus on policy-level analyses, often overlooking the lived 
experiences of TVET trainees and trainers. More qualitative studies capturing student perspec-
tives, employment outcomes, and instructor challenges are needed (McGrath et al., 2020a). 
Additionally, gender disparities in TVET participation remain underexplored, particularly in 
male-dominated fields such as construction. Addressing these gaps through context-specific, 
empirical research would provide a more comprehensive understanding of TVET effectiveness 
in West Africa. 

3 Methods 
This section details the qualitative methodology used to investigate the adaptation of Eu-

ropean dual TVET models, including document analysis, expert interviews, and triangulation 
strategies aligned with the study’s theoretical framework. 

3.1 Research Design 
This study employs a qualitative research design, drawing on academic literature, policy 

reports and case studies of TVET projects in West Africa as shown in Figure 1. 
Additionally, expert insights were obtained through qualitative survey interviews to exam-

ine the transfer of European dual TVET systems to the West African construction sector and 
provide perspectives on the practical realities of TVET adaptation. 

Document analysis is employed as a core qualitative research method to examine TVET 
policy frameworks, implementation reports, and research studies related to vocational educa-
tion in West Africa (Bowen, 2009). By assessing policy documents, evaluation reports, and 
donor-funded project reviews, this study provides a comprehensive understanding of how vo-
cational education policies are framed and operationalised. 

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to select relevant policy and evaluation doc-
uments for the document analysis. Table 2 summarises the databases consulted, inclusion and 
exclusion criteria, and the analytical focus areas. 

The expert survey gathered insights from seven key stakeholders involved in TVET policy 
implementation, industry engagement, and TVET project development in West-Africa. Partic-
ipants were also invited to provide additional free-text comments. It included the several ques-
tions, summarised in Table 3. 
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Figure 1 
Qualitative Research Design according to Yin (2018) 

 
Note. This figure shows the research design followed to conduct this study. 

Table 2 
Document Analysis Strategy and Selection Criteria 
Category Details 
Databases and Sources 
Used 
 

ERIC, JSTOR, EU CORDIS, UNESCO-UNEVOC, DC dVET repository, ILO, 
national TVET websites 

Timeframe 
 

2012–2024 

Geographic Focus 
 

Sub-Saharan Africa (with emphasis on Ghana, Nigeria, Senegal, and regional 
ECOWAS strategies) 
 

Inclusion Criteria 
 

Policy or project documents focused on TVET in sub-Saharan Africa 
Sector-specific relevance (especially construction) 
Produced by recognised institutions (e.g. UNESCO, EU, GIZ) 
Empirical data or policy evaluation content included 

Exclusion Criteria Theoretical or conceptual papers without empirical relevance to sub-Saharan Af-
rica 
Documents focused on non-comparable TVET regions (e.g. Asia) 
Lacking transparency in methodology or authorship 

Number of Documents 
 

32 

Analytical Focus Governance structures, curriculum alignment, employer engagement, accredita-
tion, funding models, and cultural adaptation 
 

Triangulation Strategy Findings were compared across expert interviews and case studies (e.g. Green-
VETAfrica) to ensure analytical depth and reduce single-source bias 
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Table 3 
Survey Interview Questions 

Type of Question Details 
Core questions When you think about European-supported dual TVET in West Africa, what are the first 

words or ideas/ concepts that come to mind? 
What key strengths and weaknesses have you observed in dual TVET transfers in West 
Africa? 
Can you provide an example(s) of a dual TVET transfer that was successful in some as-
pects but failed in others? What were the key factors? 

Role-specific 
questions depend-
ing on stake-
holder’s activity 

What are the biggest regulatory or policy conflicts when implementing European dual 
TVET in the West-African region? 
What specific concepts or aspects from European dual TVET are difficult to apply in 
West African classrooms? Why? 
What are the main obstacles preventing EU companies from fully engaging with dual 
TVET apprenticeships locally? 
What was your expectation when you joined a dual TVET programme, and how has the 
reality been different? 

Open-ended ques-
tions to encourage 
broader reflec-
tions 

If you had full control over the future of dual TVET in West Africa, what would you pri-
oritise first—policy reform, employer engagement, curriculum redesign, or something 
else? Why? 
What is the biggest misconception people have about dual TVET in West Africa? How 
does this affect policy and implementation? 

Note. This table describes the questions that were asked to participants during the survey interview process. 

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis 
Triangulation was employed by cross-referencing findings from document analysis, aca-

demic literature, survey interviews, and comparative case studies to enhance the validity and 
reliability of the results. Desk-based research includes a review of policy documents and eval-
uation reports. Expert interviews allow for flexibility in probing policy adaptation and imple-
mentation challenges. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) is applied to identify patterns 
across the data. 

3.3 Ethical Considerations 
Ethical approval was obtained, and informed consent secured from all interview partici-

pants. Confidentiality was maintained through anonymised transcripts and secure data storage. 
Cultural sensitivity was prioritised, ensuring interviews were conducted with respect to local 
norms and values (Wiles, 2013). 

4 Results 
The findings are presented in three parts: comparative system features, country-specific 

implementation realities with a focused analysis of the GreenVETAfrica case study, and qual-
itative survey interviews. 

4.1 Comparison of European and West-African TVET Frameworks 
The literature and document analysis indicates that while dual TVET systems hold promise 

for improving employability and skills development in West Africa, their successful implemen-
tation requires significant contextual adaptation (Pilz & Li, 2020). It is important to recognise 
that the European dual TVET model is not monolithic. While practical initiatives largely draw 
on the German and Austrian systems—with their emphasis on formal institutional partnerships, 
chamber governance, and standardised certification—this excludes other European variants that 
may offer more flexibility (see Table 4). For instance, Switzerland’s model incorporates 
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stronger regional adaptation and higher levels of digital integration, particularly through 
blended learning and modular curricula (Gonon, 2014). 

This variation within European models mirrors significant differences in West-African 
TVET landscapes. Ghana has made notable progress in consolidating its governance structures 
under the Commission for Technical and Vocational Education and Training (CTVET), the 
national coordinating body responsible for regulating, overseeing, and harmonising all formal 
and informal TVET programmes, which shows potential compatibility with competency-based 
elements of the Swiss model. Nigeria, by contrast, demonstrates persistent fragmentation across 
federal and state levels, coupled with less institutional cohesion and lower employer participa-
tion—conditions that complicate any systemic transfer. Senegal occupies an intermediate posi-
tion: its policy discourse aligns with donor-led dual approaches, but operationalisation remains 
uneven, particularly beyond urban centres. These distinctions underscore that both the choice 
of European reference model and the national absorption capacity in West Africa decisively 
shape transfer outcomes. 

4.2 Implementation Realities in West Africa 
This section draws on country-level projects to assess how dual TVET models are received 

and reinterpreted in the region. The GreenVETAfrica project, funded under the ERASMUS-
EDU-2022-CB-VET call concluded in December 2024, offers valuable insight into these dy-
namics (GreenVETAfrica, 2024a). Implemented in Ghana and Nigeria, it aimed to integrate 
green waste management and micro-entrepreneurship into vocational education, led by AREA, 
an Italian SME experienced in technical training across Africa (European Commission, 2024). 

The project developed tailored curricula and remote expert tools, trained 50 instructors, 
and piloted a dual-learning model with 115 students. Gender inclusion improved, with female 
participation reaching 67% in Ghana and rising from 27% to 44% in Nigeria. However, struc-
tural barriers persisted: formal accreditation was absent, funding depended in most parts on the 
EU, and employer engagement remained inconsistent (GreenVETAfrica, 2024b). While con-
textual teaching materials increased learner engagement, systemic reform was limited by cul-
tural perceptions and weak institutional ownership. Table 5 applies Dolowitz and Marsh’s pol-
icy transfer framework to evaluate the project’s performance. 

These findings provide empirical grounding for theorising how policy transfer is imple-
mented in practice and offer a lens through which to evaluate future dual TVET strategies in 
resource-constrained and culturally diverse contexts based on key components of Dolowitz and 
Marsh’s (Click or tap here to enter text.framework. 

4.3 Lessons Learned from Experts 
This survey aimed to capture stakeholder perspectives on the transfer of European dual 

TVET systems to the West African construction sector, focusing on challenges, opportunities, 
and practical realities of implementation. By gathering insights from diverse actors, the study 
sought to identify barriers to adoption, regulatory conflicts, employer engagement issues, and 
recommendations for improvement. 

Participants were specifically targeted based on their direct involvement in dual TVET. 
The respondent pool included: 

 
- Policymakers involved in vocational education reforms (1). 
- Vocational educators responsible for delivering dual TVET curricula (1). 
- Industry representatives engaged in construction-sector training programmes (5). 
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A qualitative survey interview approach was used, allowing for open-ended responses to 
capture nuanced insights. The survey included core questions applicable to all respondents, 
role-specific questions tailored to participants' expertise, and open-ended reflection prompts to 
encourage broader discussions on the future of dual TVET in West Africa. Responses were 
analysed using thematic analysis, identifying recurring themes related to policy adaptation, em-
ployer engagement, and sociocultural influences on vocational training. The survey’s duration 
was variable, lasting between 15 and 60 minutes. 

The expert survey provided valuable insights into the realities of transferring European 
dual TVET models to the West African construction sector. Responses highlighted structural, 
regulatory, and cultural barriers, as well as opportunities for adaptation and sustainable imple-
mentation. The findings are categorised into key themes, as shown in Fehler! Verweisquelle 
konnte nicht gefunden werden.. 

Table 4 
Key Features of Donor European TVET Systems 

Dolowitz & Marsh 
Framework Components 

Donor: Germany Donor: Austria Donor: Switzerland 

Motivation for Transfer Sustain industrial com-
petitiveness, low youth 
unemployment 

Maintain apprenticeship 
traditions, align skills 
with economy 

Innovation, lifelong 
learning, decentralised 
skills training 

Tension: mismatch between donor priorities and national ownership 
Actors involved Federal ministries, cham-

bers, employer associa-
tions 

Federal Institute for 
VET, employers, social 
partners 

Cantonal authorities, pro-
fessional organisations, 
employers 

Tension: donor-led agendas crowd out domestic stakeholders 
Transferred Object Standardised curricula, 

dual training, national 
exams 

Tripartite curriculum, 
central exams, sectoral 
input 

Modular, competency-
based, blended learning 

Tension: limited fit of formalised content with informal sector norms 
Origin of Transfer Evolved domestically 

with strong institutional 
backing 

National-level coordina-
tion with flexibility by 
sector 

Canton-led development 
with industry participa-
tion 

Tension: weak institutionalisation locally impairing sustainability 
Degree of Transfer Full systemic embed-

ding; minimal adaptation 
needed 

Emulation with struc-
tured flexibility 

Flexible, locally adapted, 
iterative refinement 

Tension: top-down transfer ill-suited to informal apprenticeship norms 
Constraints of Transfer Strong institutional sup-

port, clear standards 
Sectoral variability, 
growing demand for re-
form 

Digital inclusion, strong 
VET identity 

Tensions: cultural distance and power asymmetries in partnerships 
Demonstration Mecha-
nisms 

Chamber-led visibility 
and benchmarking tools 

Standardised outreach, 
moderate reform visibil-
ity 

High-profile campaigns, 
digital platforms 

Tension: overemphasis on optics over outcomes 
Success/ Failure Evalua-
tion 

High uptake, widespread 
trust, robust governance 

Moderate uptake; perfor-
mance varies by sector 

High employer engage-
ment, strong learner out-
comes 

Tension: short-term results over long-term system change 

Note. This table summarises key components of Dolowitz and Marsh’s (2000) framework. 
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Table 5 
Comparative Table Summarising the Successes and Gaps of the GreenVETAfrica Project 

Dolowitz & Marsh’s 
(2000) Framework Com-
ponents 

Illustrated by GreenVET-
Africa 

Successes Gaps 

Motivation for Transfer Aligning TVET with 
green jobs and EU/do-
nor-driven sustainability 
agendas and priorities 

Addressed future-ori-
ented labour needs such 
as green skills, especially 
towards women partici-
pation 

Lacked national owner-
ship and long-term vi-
sion alignment of local 
TVET system needs 

Actors involved AREA, EU donors, na-
tional VET bodies, local 
SMEs 

Effective cross-national 
cooperation 

Primarily EU institutions 
and consultants; limited 
early engagement of lo-
cal accreditation bodies 
and SMEs 

Transferred Object Dual TVET features, re-
mote learning tools, 
structured curricula, and 
Train-the-Trainer models 

Localised content focus; 
integration of practical 
learning components 

Fragmented transfer im-
porting isolated tools; 
contextual misfit due to 
modular structure of cur-
ricula 

Origin of Transfer Italy-led drawing from 
German/ EU dual TVET 
models 

Incorporation of EU 
know-how; contextuali-
sation attempt 

Lack of alignment with 
national TVET reform 
strategies 

Degree of Transfer Partial and experimental; 
donor-led 

Piloting in two countries; 
visible outputs 

Lacks full governance, 
financing, or local adap-
tation mechanisms 

Constraints of Transfer Regulatory fragmenta-
tion; funding reliance 

Temporary institutional 
partnerships 

Infrastructure deficits; 
language barriers; peda-
gogical mismatch; infor-
mal economy realities 

Demonstration Mecha-
nisms 

Donor-driven visibility 
and success narratives ra-
ther than independent or 
localised evaluations 

Positive visibility; gender 
targets promoted; feed-
back from programme 
participants 

Emphasis on delivera-
bles over embedded sys-
tem change 

Success/ Failure Evalua-
tion 

External metrics driven 
by donor expectations 

High mixed gender par-
ticipation in Ghana; cur-
riculum delivery 

Unclear sustainability 

Note. This table applies the eight components of Dolowitz and Marsh’s (2000) policy transfer framework to eval-
uate the implementation of GreenVETAfrica. 

The results of the survey interviews regarding the challenges of European Dual TVET 
Transfers to West Africa are summarised in Table 6. A critical challenge raised was the impo-
sition of EU regulatory frameworks in West African contexts, where administrative capacity 
and institutional alignment may be weaker. One respondent succinctly captured this issue: 

The attempt to apply EU bureaucracy together with dual TVET training transfers is 
doomed to failure from the outset. 

Despite these constraints, some positive adaptations were also highlighted. Experts noted 
that German vocational curricula had been successfully "slimmed down" to fit local needs, and 
that German craft organisations such as GIZ and Sequa GmbH played a vital role in implemen-
tation. The rapidly expanding construction sector was also recognised as an asset, generating 
demand for skilled professionals trained under dual TVET frameworks. However, respondents 
agreed that employer engagement in dual TVET remains weak, with several companies reluc-
tant to participate due to the several reasons shown in  
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One expert noted: 

The African partners would be able to do and implement much more if the framework 
conditions from Europe for project design enabled implementation with less bureau-
cracy. 

Experts also emphasised the need for closer collaboration between employers, TVET in-
stitutions, and policymakers to create coherent skill-building pathways that are directly aligned 
with industry needs. They highlighted that certain core elements of European dual TVET are 
difficult to apply in West African classrooms (see ). 

 
. This table summarises future priorities in TVET. 

Small, modular solutions are easier to achieve than ‘the big picture’. 

Another expert added that cultural differences do not play a major role in dual TVET trans-
fers, which highlights the potential of this system: 

In my opinion, the cultural differences are marginal in their impact on the transfer. 

While this sample size is relatively small, it is consistent with best practices in qualitative 
research, where depth of expertise is prioritised over breadth of responses (Creswell & Poth, 
2018). It is acknowledged that a larger number of expert responses could have strengthened the 
representativeness of the findings and theory, according to Dolowitz and Marsh (2000). 

Figure 2 
Thematic Analysis of Survey Responses 

 
Note. This figure summarises all four emerging themes from the qualitative survey interviews. 

Table 1 
Structural and Regulatory Challenges from Qualitative Expert Surveys 

Structural and Regulatory Challenges 
High financial dependency on donor countries, with European partners covering the costs of training during 
transfer. 
Excessive bureaucracy in European-led TVET projects, making project execution cumbersome and ineffi-
cient. 
Mismatch between formal European TVET standards and the largely informal West African apprenticeship 
model, complicating accreditation and certification. 
Weak private sector engagement, as companies show low commitment to long-term training partnerships. 
Lack of accreditation frameworks, which results in uncertified skills training that lacks formal labour market 
recognition. 

Note. Experts identified a range of barriers associated with the regulatory and policy landscape in dual TVET 
adaptation in this table. 
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Table 2 
Employer Engagement according to Experts 

Weak Employer Engagement and Workforce Mismatch 
Concerns over training costs and the lack of direct financial incentives. 
Fear of free-riding, where trained apprentices leave for competitors after receiving company-sponsored train-
ing. 
Mismatch between skills taught in dual TVET and industry requirements, leading to poor absorption of TVET 
graduates into formal employment. 

Note. This table summarises why weak employer engagement in TVET is critical. 

Table 8 
Contextual Adaptation of Dual TVET Transfers 

Contextual Adaptation and Social Partnership Challenges 
The employer-TVET-trainee-trainer link, which remains weak and needs strengthening. 
The concept of social partnership, which, while valued by African stakeholders, lacks institutional support for 
effective implementation. 
Professional ethics training, which is often underdeveloped in local TVET curricula. 

Note. This table summarises the lack of stakeholders’ engagement in TVET. 

Table 3 
The Future of Dual TVET Transfers to West-Africa 

Policy and Institutional Reform Priorities 
Reducing bureaucratic constraints to facilitate simpler and more effective policy transfers. 
Encouraging greater employer involvement through financial incentives and formal agreements. 
Broadening stakeholder engagement, including trade unions and local community actors, to build wider sup-
port for TVET models. 
Strengthening quality assurance mechanisms, ensuring that work-linked training effectively reduces the train-
ing-employment gap. 

Note. This table summarises future priorities in TVET. 

5 Discussion 
This section critically analyses the findings in relation to existing TVET literature, real-

world case study insights from GreenVETAfrica, and stakeholder perspectives on vocational 
education policy transfer. 

5.1 The Role of Inclusivity and Equity in TVET Adaptation in Literature 
TVET systems play a crucial role in workforce development and economic empowerment, 

however inequities in access, gender representation, and accreditation persist in policy trans-
fers. Literature on European TVET models highlights that structured governance, employer 
engagement, and accreditation are fundamental to their success. 

Gender inclusivity remains a persistent challenge in TVET adaptation, with technical fields 
continuing to be male-dominated. Although European models integrate gender-equity policies, 
these strategies often fail to translate effectively in West Africa due to deep-rooted sociocultural 
norms that discourage female participation in technical professions (Gewer, 2021). This aligns 
with GreenVETAfrica’s experience. 

Disability inclusion is another overlooked dimension in TVET policy transfers. The Green-
VETAfrica case study confirms this gap, as no disability-inclusive strategies were reported. 
Without investment in adaptive learning materials, specialised teacher training, and infrastruc-
ture improvements, vocational education will remain inaccessible to many potential learners. 
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Economic sustainability is a critical concern in TVET adaptation. European TVET models 
rely on public-private partnerships and employer co-financing, while West African vocational 
training remains largely donor-funded. Funding dependency threatens long-term viability. 
Without co-financing strategies that engage local governments and industry partners, voca-
tional training risks remaining an externally driven initiative rather than a self-sustaining na-
tional reform. These findings confirm that TVET adaptation necessitates socially embedded 
policies that address equity concerns and financial sustainability. 

5.2 Towards a Holistic and Multi-Contextual TVET Framework in the Construction In-
dustry: The Perceptions of TVET Stakeholders 
Stakeholder perspectives reveal that the transfer of European dual TVET models to West 

Africa is shaped by complex structural, financial, and sociocultural constraints. Experts high-
light the disconnect between rigid European systems and the informal apprenticeship practices 
common in the region. 

Administrative oversight often prioritises compliance over contextual fit, while employers 
remain hesitant due to training costs, retention concerns, and curricular misalignment. Recom-
mendations include modular curriculum designs, employer incentives, and stronger social part-
nerships. Though efforts such as GreenVETAfrica show potential in adapting training to green 
sectors, concerns over sustainability, accreditation, and ownership persist. 

Critically, gender inclusion and disability access were notably absent from most stake-
holder reflections, raising equity concerns. These insights reaffirm the need to embed local co-
design, contextual relevance, and inclusive practices in future TVET transfer strategies. 

6 Conclusions 
The successful transfer of European dual TVET to West Africa hinges on recognising in-

formal learning systems, addressing accreditation gaps, and ensuring local ownership. This 
study shows that donor-led models must adapt to local socio-economic and cultural realities, 
particularly in construction. Informal apprenticeships remain dominant, yet lack recognition 
without frameworks. Financial sustainability is a major concern, with donor dependency threat-
ening long-term viability. These findings directly reflect the ‘constraints’, ‘degree of transfer’, 
and ‘actors involved’ dimensions of Dolowitz and Marsh’s framework. As employers remain 
hesitant, stakeholders called for targeted incentives. Effective dual TVET adaptation must, 
therefore, be contextually tailored, locally driven, and inclusively designed to promote equita-
ble and sustainable workforce development. 

Acknowledgements 
The authors would like to thank the experts who participated in the survey interviews. Their 

contribution is invaluable. 

References 
ACET. (2023). How Technical and Vocational Education Can Help Close Skills Gaps in Africa. African Center 

of Economic Transformation. https://acetforafrica.org/pdfviewer/how-technical-and-vocational-education-
can-help-close-skills-gaps-in-africa/ 

Adams, A. V. (2012). The Role of skills development in overcoming social disadvantage. Paper commissioned for 
the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2012, Youth and skills: Putting education to work. 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000217860 

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document Analysis as a Qualitative Research Method. Qualitative Research Journal, 9(2), 
27–40. https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027 

Brewer, L. (2013). Enhancing youth employability : What? Why? and How? Guide to core work skills / Laura 
Brewer ; International Labour Office, Skills and Employability Department. ILO. 

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design (Fourth edition). SAGE. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 74 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Dolowitz, D. P., & Marsh, D. (2000). Learning from Abroad: The Role of Policy Transfer in Contemporary Policy‐
Making. Governance, 13(1), 5–23. https://doi.org/10.1111/0952-1895.00121 

Euler, D. (2023). Roadmap to High-Quality Dual Vocational Education and Training. https://www.bertelsmann-
stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/BSt/Publikationen/GrauePublikationen/Euler_Roadmap_VET_engl.pdf 
https://doi.org/10.11586/2023061 

European Commission. (2024). GreenVETAfrica learners programme kicks off [Press release]. https://greenvet-
africa.eu/news/greenvetafrica-learners-programme-kicks-off/ 

Gewer, A. (2021). Formal and Informal VET in Sub-Saharan Africa: Overview, Perspectives and the Role of Dual 
VET. National Business Initiative. https://www.dcdualvet.org/wp-content/uploads/DC-dVET_Dual-VET-in-
Sub-Sahara-Africa_Anthony-Gewer.pdf 

Gonon, P. (2014). Ist nutzenorientierte Bildung gerechtfertigt? Berufliche und gymnasiale Bildung in der Schweiz 
zwischen Industrie, Gesellschaft und Individuum. In Wyss, E. L., Von der Krippe zum Gymnasium: Bildung 
und Erziehung im 21. Jahrhundert. Beltz Juventa. 

GOVET (2016). Duale Berufsausbildung: Berufsbildung in Deutschland. 
GreenVETAfrica (2024a). D2.1 Green Waste Job Market: Industry needs and available skills. https://ec.eu-

ropa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/grants/docs/080166e5fc7cd33c/Attachment_0.pdf 
GreenVETAfrica (2024b). D5.2 Impact Assessment Report. https://greenvetafrica.eu/wp-content/up-

loads/2024/12/D5.2.-Impact-Assesment-Report.pdf 
Haseloff, G., Eicker, F., & Lennartz, B. (2017). Vocational Education and Training in Sub-Saharan Africa. wbv 

Publikation. https://doi.org/10.3278/6004570w 
King, K. (2019). Education, Skills and International Cooperation: Comparative and Historical Perspectives (1st 

ed. 2019). Springer eBooks Education: Vol. 36. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-29790-9 
King, K., & Palmer, R. (2010). Planning for technical and vocational skills development. Fundamentals of educa-

tional planning: Vol. 97. UNESCO International Institute for Educational Planning. 
Langthaler, M. (2015). The transfer of the Austrian dual system of vocational education to transition and develop-

ing countries. An analysis from a developmental perspective. Austrian Foundation for Development Research 
– ÖFSE. https://www.oefse.at/fileadmin/content/Downloads/Publikationen/Workingpaper/WP53_dual_sys-
tem.pdf 

Li, J., & Pilz, M. (2023). International transfer of vocational education and training: a literature review. Journal 
of Vocational Education & Training, 75(2), 185–218. https://doi.org/10.1080/13636820.2020.1847566 

Maurer, M., & Gonon, P. (2014). The challlenges of policy transfer in vocational skills development: National 
qualifications frameworks and the dual model of vocational training in international cooperation. Studies in 
vocational and continuing education: Volume 12. Peter Lang AG. https://doi.org/10.3726/978-3-0351-0758-
6 

McGrath, S. (2023). Transitioning Vocational Education and Training in Africa: A Social Skills Ecosystem Per-
spective (1st ed.). Bristol Studies in Comparative and International Education Series. Bristol University 
Press. https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/kxp/detail.action?docID=30298141 

McGrath, S., Mulder, M., Papier, J., & Suart, R. (2020a). Handbook of Vocational Education and Training. 
Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-49789-1 

McGrath, S., Ramsarup, P., Zeelen, J., Wedekind, V., Allais, S., Lotz-Sisitka, H., Monk, D., Openjuru, G., & 
Russon, J.‑A. (2020b). Vocational education and training for African development: a literature review. Jour-
nal of Vocational Education & Training, 72(4), 465–487. https://doi.org/10.1080/13636820.2019.1679969 

Odjo, C. Z., Kaoti, C., & Oyewusi, A. O. (2024). Quality Assurance in West African TVET Institutions: A Brief 
Literature Review. Journal of Technical and Vocational Education and Training, 18(1), 38–55. 
https://doi.org/10.3126/tvet.v18i1.62741 

Odoch, W. D., Senkubuge, F., Masese, A. B., & Hongoro, C. (2022). How are global health policies transferred 
to sub-Saharan Africa countries? A systematic critical review of literature. Globalization and Health, 18(1), 
25. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-022-00821-9 

Oketch, M. O. (2007). To vocationalise or not to vocationalise? Perspectives on current trends and issues in tech-
nical and vocational education and training (TVET) in Africa. International Journal of Educational Devel-
opment, 27(2), 220–234. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2006.07.004 

Pilz, M. (Ed.). (2017). Technical and Vocational Education and Training: v.24. Vocational education and training 
in times of economic crisis: Lessons from around the world. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-
47856-2 

Pilz, M., & Li, J. (Eds.). (2020). Research. Comparative vocational education research: Enduring challenges and 
new ways forward. Springer VS. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-29924-8 

Stone, D., Porto de Oliveira, O., & Pal, L. A. (2020). Transnational policy transfer: the circulation of ideas, power 
and development models. Policy and Society, 39(1), 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1080/14494035.2019.1619325 

UNESCO. (2015). Recommendation concerning Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET). 
UNESCO. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245178 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 75 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Valiente, O., López-Fogués, A., Fuentes, H., & Rosado, R. (2020). Evaluating dual apprenticeship effects on youth 
employment: A focus on the mechanisms. In M. Pilz & J. Li (Eds.), Research. Comparative vocational edu-
cation research: Enduring challenges and new ways forward (pp. 163–180). Springer VS. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-29924-8_10 

Wiles, R. (2013). What are qualitative research ethics? 'What is?' research methods series. Bloomsbury Academic. 
Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications: Design and methods (Sixth edition). SAGE. 

Biographical Notes 
Alexandra Bohra is a PhD candidate at the Ruhr West University of Applied Sciences, depart-
ment of civil engineering. Her research aims to develop a framework for European SMEs on 
the equal qualification and acquisition of West-African craftworkers in construction trades. 
 
Dr techn. Felix Meckmann is a Professor at the Ruhr West University of Applied Sciences, 
department of civil engineering. His research interests focus on innovation and transformation 
processes in the national and international construction and real estate industry. 
 



  
 

 
Copyrighted material  Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 76 

Bonoli, L., Kammermann, M., & Schmid, E. (2025). Inclusion for all: A look at upper secondary education in 
Norway and Switzerland. In E. Quintana-Murci, F. Salvà-Mut, B. E. Stalder, & C. Nägele (Eds.), Towards 
inclusive and egalitarian vocational education and training: Key challenges and strategies from a holistic 
and multi-contextual approach. Proceedings of the 6th Crossing Boundaries Conference in Vocational Edu-
cation and Training, Palma, Mallorca, Spain, 21 to 23 May 2025 (pp. 76–82). VETNET  
. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.15365278  

Inclusion for All: A Look at Upper Secondary Education in Norway and 
Switzerland 

Bonoli, Lorenzo 
lorenzo.bonoli@hefp.swiss, Swiss Federal University for Vocational Education and Training 
(SFUVET), Switzerland 
Kammermann, Marlise 
marlise.kammermann@sfuvet.swiss, Swiss Federal University for Vocational Education and 
Training (SFUVET), Switzerland 

Schmid, Evi 
evi.schmid@oslomet.no, Oslo Metropolitan University, Norway 

Abstract 
Context: Inclusion encompasses participation of everyone in society, education and work. This 
paper analyses the challenges related to inclusion in the Norwegian and Swiss upper secondary 
education systems, with a particular focus on vocational education and training (VET). Both 
Norway and Switzerland are internationally recognised for their high-performing education 
systems; however, both countries face significant challenges in ensuring upper secondary com-
pletion for all groups of young people. 
Approach: By comparing the transition from lower to upper secondary education and the com-
pletion of upper secondary education in both countries, we examine how and where issues re-
lated to inclusion arise. Our comparative analysis is mainly based on statistical data, providing 
contextualisation for both Norway and Switzerland. 
Findings: Our results show that the challenges emerge at different levels in the two countries, 
shaped by different education policies. While Norway managed to significantly improve equal-
ity of access to post-compulsory education, this country still faces relatively high rates of non-
completion of upper secondary education, especially in VET. In Switzerland the transition from 
lower to upper secondary education is difficult and often prolonged for certain groups of young 
people, while the majority of those who overcome this threshold successfully complete their 
education and/or training at upper secondary level. 
Conclusions: The paper indicates that inclusion in upper secondary education for all young 
people remains a challenge in both Norway and Switzerland and addresses the difficulties that 
post-compulsory education must face in its positioning between the inclusive rationale of com-
pulsory schooling and the selective logic of the labour market. 

Keywords 
Inclusion, Norway, Switzerland, vocational education and training, comparative approach 
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1 Introduction 
This paper aims to explore the challenge in ensuring inclusion in upper secondary education, 
with a focus on vocational education and training (VET), in two European countries; Norway 
and Switzerland. These two countries are internationally recognised as having particularly suc-
cessful VET systems (Hoffmann, 2011). However, both countries face difficulties in guaran-
teeing upper secondary level completion for all young people (SCCRE 2023; Statistics Norway, 
2024). By means of a comparison between these two countries, we first look at the transition 
from lower to upper secondary education, before focusing on the completion rate at upper sec-
ondary level in the two countries. Consequently, the paper investigates how transitions to VET 
and the completion of VET are shaped by the two national educational policies and structures 
and how these affect the educational pathways of young people from different backgrounds. In 
other words, the aim of our paper is to examine how two countries, with some of the best per-
forming education systems at international level but with different education policies, are con-
cerned by and react to the challenges posed by ensuring inclusion of all young people in their 
systems, regardless of their background. 

By comparing the transition to and completion of upper secondary education in Norway 
and Switzerland, our article adopts a comparative approach, with all the challenges that com-
parisons entail in the field of VET (cf. Georg, 2005; Pilz & Li, 2020; Grollmann et al., 2022). 
At the international level, VET is characterised by great diversity which makes it difficult to 
find universal concepts and establish appropriate criteria for comparison. To get around this 
problem, it is essential to “reduce the complexity” and try to develop “transnational concepts 
so that comparisons have a valid basis” (Renold, 2020, p. 33). These transnational concepts can 
be found by identifying what Dubar et al. (2003, p. 61) call “common problems”, i.e. problems, 
issues or challenges “with which all members and institutions would be confronted and which, 
historically, would have given rise to different answers according to the diverse and contingent 
configuration of the actors involved”. In the following, we therefore focus on the challenge of 
inclusion as an issue shared by both countries, albeit at different levels and against the backdrop 
of different educational structures and policies. 

In the following sections, we first define our understanding of inclusion in education, be-
fore giving an overview of the investigated characteristics of the transition from lower to upper 
secondary education and its completion in both countries. Last, the specific challenges in both 
countries are compared and discussed and policy implications outlined. 

2 Inclusion in Education 
Inclusion as a concept of social justice stands for the participation of everyone in society, 

education and work, regardless of their learning needs, disability, gender or cultural and social 
background. The concept is at the heart of goal 4 of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development (General Assembly of the United Nations, 2015), which aims to ensure 
equal access to quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all by 2030.  
 The concept of inclusion in education was adopted in 1994 by education representatives 
from 92 countries in the ‘Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs 
Education’ whose guiding principle was formulated as follows: “[…] schools should accom-
modate all children regardless of their physical, intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic or 
other conditions. This should include disabled and gifted children, street and working children, 
children from remote or nomadic populations, children from linguistic, ethnic or cultural mi-
norities and children from other disadvantaged or marginalized areas or groups” (UNESCO, 
1994, 6). The same principle can be found in the UNESCO guidelines for inclusion where the 
concept implies the removal of all barriers from social participation for all groups that are con-
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sidered marginalised and vulnerable (UNESCO, 2005). The commitment to inclusion in edu-
cation has since been reaffirmed in several more agreements and proposed frameworks, such 
as the United Nation’s convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nation, 
2006) and UNESCO et al.’s Education 2030 (UNESCO et al., 2016). In summary, it can be said 
that inclusion characterises an educational (or other) system that values diversity, difference 
and equality of its members. This is the understanding of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (General Assembly of the United Nations, 2015). For the purposes of this paper, 
we consider inclusion as the capacity of an educational system to ensure access to and gradua-
tion at upper secondary level for all young people, regardless of gender, educational attainment 
or social or ethnic background. 

While inclusive education principles nowadays guide compulsory education in most coun-
tries, questions of inclusion are still to be addressed for post-compulsory education, i.e. in upper 
secondary education (Duc & Kammermann, 2024; Scharnhorst & Kammermann, 2020; Schmid 
& Garrels, 2022). In most countries, upper secondary education programmes were developed 
around 1900 and targeted only an elite group of young people who could afford continuing 
education or training after primary school. It was not until after World War II that universalist 
positions became more widespread in debates on upper secondary education with the aim of 
encouraging all young people to participate in education and training at this level (OECD, 1961; 
Criblez, 2001). 

3 Upper Secondary Education in Norway and Switzerland 

3.1 Norway 
In Norway, upper secondary education is a statutory right for all students who have com-

pleted compulsory school (grade 1–10), regardless of grades from lower secondary school, and 
all students are guaranteed admission to one of three preferred programmes. The right to three 
years of upper secondary education was introduced with the school reform of 1994 (Reform 
94) and led to an increase in enrolment in upper secondary education (Nyen & Tønder, 2014). 
About 98% of the young people who complete compulsory schooling enrol in upper secondary 
education immediately (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2014), about half 
of them in vocational programmes. Upper secondary education in Norway comprises five gen-
eral education and ten vocational programmes. The general education programmes last for three 
years and qualify for higher education. The vocational programmes last for four years, com-
prising two years of mainly school-based education followed by two years of apprenticeship at 
a company (known as the 2 + 2 model). VET leads to more than 180 different trade or worker’s 
certificates but does not provide access to higher education. However, vocational students who 
wish to qualify for higher education have the option to replace apprenticeship training with a 
supplementary year of academic subjects after their second year of VET. 

While the right to education at upper secondary level has significantly improved equality 
of access to post-compulsory education, it has largely failed to reduce dropout rates (see also 
Halvorsrud, 2017). Although there has been a steady increase over the last three decades in 
upper secondary completion for young people in both general education and vocational pro-
grammes, around 18% of young people do not obtain a trade certificate or a university admis-
sion certification within six years. Non-completion rates are particularly high among young 
people in VET, with one in three vocational students failing to complete upper secondary edu-
cation within six years (Statistics Norway, 2024). Most vocational students drop out during the 
first two years of school-based vocational education or during the transition to apprenticeship 
training. Although the number of apprenticeship places has risen steadily in recent years, around 
two out of ten apprenticeship applicants have not obtained an apprenticeship contract. This 
means that every year between 5,000 and 7,000 young people are left without an apprenticeship 
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after the first two years of VET in school; the majority of whom are legally entitled to upper 
secondary education (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2024a). Research 
shows that non-completion rates are particularly high among young people with a low grade 
point average (GPA) from lower secondary education, young people with an immigrant back-
ground and young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, among others (Halvorsrud, 
2017; Markussen et al., 2011). 

Non-completion of upper secondary education, especially in VET, has been an educational 
policy issue for a long time. Over the last 20 years, various measures have been implemented 
to increase upper secondary completion. Among several measures, the government established 
school-based alternatives for young people who are unable to obtain apprenticeships (Aspøy & 
Nyen, 2017; Høst et al., 2024) and introduced a two-year apprenticeship scheme for young 
people who prefer a practice-oriented training from the start of VET (Schmid & Breilid, 2022; 
Schmid et al., 2021). Furthermore, as from 2024, the Completion reform aims to increase com-
pletion rates in upper secondary education by offering tailored guidance, greater flexibility and 
enhanced support to ensure that more students achieve formalised competences (Norwegian 
Directorate for Education and Training, 2024b). Moreover, with the Completion reform, the 
right to upper secondary education is extended to apply until a university admission certifica-
tion or a vocational qualification is achieved (in contrast to the previous law, which gave the 
right to three years of upper secondary education). 

In conclusion, although equal opportunities in access improved after the implementation 
of Reform 94 in 1994, dropout rates show that inequality in educational outcomes persists (i.e. 
measured in terms of completion at upper secondary level, see also Halvorsrud, 2017).   
 Currently, about 82% of people aged 20–24 have successfully completed at least upper 
secondary education (Eurostat, 2023). It remains to be seen how the Completion reform will 
benefit the inclusion of different groups of young people and help to achieve the goal of edu-
cation for all young people. 

3.2 Switzerland 
In most cantons (administrative regions), compulsory schooling in Switzerland lasts until 

the age of 15, ending with the completion of lower secondary education. After this stage, young 
people can pursue various forms of upper secondary education. Among those in upper second-
ary education, approximately 30% enrol in general education (primarily the gymnasium, which 
grants direct access to universities), while around 60% enter VET. The remaining 10% follow 
other programmes at the upper secondary level. Within VET, 91% participate in dual appren-
ticeship, whereas 9% are enrolled in full-time VET schools (SFSO, 2025). VET programmes 
vary from two to four years. In the dual model, they include time spent in companies (3-4 days 
a week depending on the profession) and time spent in VET schools (1-2 days a week depending 
on the profession). VET provides training for around 250 professions. Additional courses also 
enable learners to obtain a Vocational Baccalaureate, opening the way to tertiary education at 
universities of applied sciences or via a transitional year to academic universities. 

At upper secondary level, there is no legal right to education in Switzerland. Access to 
different educational tracks is particularly selective. In the case of general education, only stu-
dents with the highest academic performance are admitted. Most cantons implement restrictive 
admission policies that limit the proportion of students entering such programmes to approxi-
mately 20% of a cohort (Hafner et al., 2022). Regarding dual VET, access to apprenticeships 
largely depends on training companies, which have the discretion to decide whether to provide 
training and to select candidates for specific apprenticeship positions or not. This situation reg-
ularly gives rise to problems relating to the supply of apprenticeships (in terms of quality and 
quantity) (gfs.bern, 2024), and to the selection procedures used by companies looking for the 
best profiles (Imdorf, 2017). 
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These obstacles at the transition level are reflected in statistical data: 21.7% of young peo-
ple are unable to make a direct transition from lower secondary to upper secondary (SFSO, 
2025), and 9% find themselves in special programmes called transitional solutions, and 13% 
chose an intermediary year (e.g. travel, language study) (gfs.bern, 2024). Many of these stu-
dents are waiting to find an apprenticeship place, a process that can take one to two years. This 
situation particularly affects young people from migrant backgrounds or those with low aca-
demic performance, who encounter greater difficulties in making a direct transition (BFS, 2016; 
Scharnhorst & Kammermann, 2020). 

Despite these challenges at the transition level, the Swiss education system ensures that a 
high proportion of young people obtain an upper secondary qualification. According to Eurostat 
data, 88% of people aged 20–24 hold an upper secondary qualification, which is five percentage 
points above the EU-27 average (Eurostat, 2023). Current Swiss statistics (SFSO, 2025) indi-
cate that 91% of young people earn an upper secondary qualification before the age of 25. The 
achievement of a degree before the age of 25 is the result of strong commitment from all stake-
holders in the Swiss education system. Since 2006, the Swiss Confederation and the cantons 
have expressed their aim to achieve a 95% graduation rate (EDK, 2006). Notably, this goal is 
a policy commitment rather than a legally binding obligation, allowing for flexibility in its in-
terpretation and implementation. 

Although the overall completion rate in Switzerland is relatively high in an international 
comparison (Eurostat, 2023), a closer examination reveals challenges related to inclusion. Spe-
cifically, while the completion rate for Swiss-born youth reaches 94%, it drops to 72% for 
young people born abroad (SFSO, 2025). These figures highlight the difficulties the Swiss ed-
ucation system faces in ensuring that all young people obtain an upper secondary qualification 
before the age of 25. In particular, young people with a migrant background experience signif-
icantly greater challenges in achieving this qualification. 

These transition problems are relatively well known, and many measures have been taken 
to solve them (e.g. career guidance, transitional solutions, the introduction of two-year appren-
ticeships with Federal VET Certificate), in particular to facilitate access to VET programmes 
(Bonoli & Wilson 2019; Scharnhorst & Kammermann 2020). However, most of the measures 
do not affect the selective nature of the dual system. Instead, they focus on better preparing 
vulnerable young people to succeed in the selection process, thereby helping to reduce the neg-
ative effects of the selectivity of the dual model. These external measures (Bonoli & Wilson 
2019; Scharnhorst & Kammermann 2020) aim at improving the inclusivity of the system, with-
out touching its main characteristics (selective nature, autonomy of enterprises). 

4 Discussion 
This paper aimed to examine educational policies employed in Norway and Switzerland to 

ensure inclusion in education of all groups of young people. The comparison between the tran-
sition to and the completion of upper secondary education in both countries enables us to see 
how systems with different education policies may affect inclusion of all young people, regard-
less of their background. 

In the case of Switzerland, challenges are related to the transition between lower and upper 
secondary education, a transition that does not happen directly for a significant share of young 
people. In Norway, challenges emerge at another level; young people who have completed 
compulsory school have a statutory right to upper secondary education and almost all of them 
start immediately after compulsory school. However, a large number does not complete upper 
secondary education, with particularly high non-completion rates in VET. 

In most upper secondary education systems in Western countries, there is a friction be-
tween two different rationales: between the inclusive and universalist rationale of compulsory 
schooling on the one hand and the selective and individualist rationale of the labour market on 
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the other. Education systems manage this challenge in different ways. For example, in Switzer-
land, this friction is reflected in the fact that the direct transition to upper secondary education 
is a challenge for several groups of young people due to its selective mechanisms.   As 
for VET, transition to apprenticeships is mainly shaped by training companies who may not 
always have inclusive selection criteria (e.g. Imdorf, 2017). Norway significantly improved 
equality of access to post-compulsory education by introducing statutory right to three years of 
education at upper secondary level in 1994. However, challenges emerge at another level. The 
right to upper secondary education does not prevent vocational students from remaining without 
an apprenticeship after the first two years of school-based vocational training. As other appren-
ticeship-based VET systems, the upper secondary education system in Norway depends on a 
balance between the supply of and demand for apprenticeships (Aspøy & Nyen, 2017). 

Furthermore, the comparison between Norway and Switzerland suggests that guaranteeing 
access to upper secondary education might not be sufficient to ensure a high completion rate. 
At the same time, a selective access to upper secondary education does not necessarily lead to 
a low share of upper secondary completion. This illustrates that inclusion of young people from 
different backgrounds at upper secondary level is impacted by a range of factors, such as insti-
tutional settings, economic fluctuations, educational practices and individual support, which 
may vary from country to country. 
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Abstract 
Purpose: Since iVET plays an important role in fostering inclusivity and equal opportunities, 
and sexism poses significant obstacles to gender equality and equality overall, the paper ex-
plores sexism among Italian iVET students through an intersectional perspective to better un-
derstand how multiple students’ characteristics (gender and migratory background) impact sex-
ism. 
Methods: Three sexism-related items were selected from a questionnaire administered to n = 
377 iVET students in Italy. A quantitative data analysis was conducted, primarily focusing on 
frequency distribution analysis and chi-square tests using contingency tables. 
Findings: Sexism-related attitudes are more prevalent among male students than female stu-
dents. Migratory background does not show significant relationships with sexism-related atti-
tudes. However, combining gender with a migratory background reveals that female students 
with migratory background tend to respond more similarly to male students. 
Conclusions: The multiple subordinated identities of iVET students interact in complex ways, 
leading to the development of unpredictable attitudes. Exploring how subordinated identities 
shape attitudes on social issues such as sexism is essential for informing educational practices. 

Keywords 
vocational education and training, sexism, intersectionality, migratory background, gender 
equality 

1 Introduction 
In recent years, the role of VET has expanded beyond labor market preparation to include 

broader social and educational objectives, such as promoting inclusivity, equal opportunities, 
and democratic values. 

Gender equality is one of the core principles of a just, inclusive, and democratic society. 
Sexism represents a significant obstacle to gender equality, influencing students’ attitudes and 
behaviors in ways that perpetuate inequalities. The presence of sexist attitudes in educational 
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settings is particularly relevant in VET, where gender segregation is evident (with male and 
female students enrolling in different vocational specializations based on traditional gender 
roles), alongside a high concentration of students at higher risk of dropping out, students from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds, and a significant presence of students with a migratory 
background. 

For this reason, this study aims to explore how key socio-demographic variables prevalent 
in VET—such as gender and migratory background—interact and influence sexism-related at-
titudes. While existing research has examined the relationship between gender equality and 
individual socio-demographic variables, less is known about how multiple dimensions intersect 
to shape students' attitudes toward sexism in initial VET (iVET) contexts. 

Understanding how these identities interact is essential for addressing the specific educa-
tional needs of iVET students and designing effective educational strategies that foster gender 
equality and democratic citizenship in vocational education. By adopting an intersectional ap-
proach, this study seeks to contribute to the broader discourse on how multiple subordinated 
identities shape attitudes toward sexism within iVET settings. 

2 Theoretical Background: Sexism and Intersectional Approach in Vocational Educa-
tion and Training 
The theoretical framework of this contribution refers to two main thematic areas: the first 

is sexism, its relationship with gender equality, and, more broadly, with the idea of equality as 
one of the foundations of democratic citizenship; the second is the intersectional approach. 

Traditionally, sexism has been defined as prejudice towards women, following the classic 
Allport’s definition of prejudice as antipathy based upon and inflexible and stereotyped gener-
alization directed toward a group (Allport, 1954). However, over the years, sexism has come to 
be defined as an ambivalent construct (Glick & Fiske, 1996). On one hand, there is hostile 
sexism, which is linked to the traditional idea of sexism and can be defined as a set of negative 
attitudes toward women. On the other hand, there is benevolent sexism, which is defined as a 
set of attitudes that are sexist in the stereotypical way they perceive women and their limited 
roles but may seem positive to those who hold them and can elicit behaviors considered proso-
cial (e.g., helping) (Glick & Fiske, 1996). It is important to underline that this is not necessarily 
a matter of men’s prejudice against women; it can also concern women’s prejudice against their 
own group. In fact, we speak of internalized sexism when women enact learned sexist behaviors 
upon themselves and other women (Bearman et al., 2009). 

Sexism, in its multidimensionality, undoubtedly represents a threat to gender equality and, 
thus, the broader concept of democratic equality. In fact, empirical research has shown that 
greater sexism predicts decreases in gender equality over time (Brandt, 2011). According to 
UNESCO, gender inequality is one of the issues affecting the interaction and connectedness of 
communities, and it is a thematic area that should be addressed as early as ages 9 to 12. Clearly, 
sexism is a key concept within the thematic area of gender inequality (UNESCO, 2015), making 
it a major global concern whose underlying causes should be understood early to help prevent 
and counteract it. 

Given these premises, sexism is a relevant variable in the context of VET for two reasons. 
The first is that VET has seen its objectives evolve over the past years. If, traditionally, 

VET has been understood merely as education and training which aims to equip people with 
knowledge, know-how, skills and/or competences required on the labor market (Cedefop, 
2014), in recent European policy guidelines, its objectives have expanded. VET has been tasked 
with promoting inclusivity, equal opportunities, resilience, and social fairness (Council of the 
European Union, 2020a), and in strengthening democratic citizenship and European values 
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(Council of the European Union, 2020b). Also, European VET experts and stakeholders advo-
cate for a VET system that prepares students to fully participate in society and become active 
citizens (Cedefop, 2020). 

The second reason why sexism is a relevant variable in VET is that attitudes towards gender 
equality (of which sexism can be considered a proxy measure) are linked to multiple socio-
demographic variables that are particularly significant in VET contexts. 

Gender is the most obvious: studies on citizenship education (particularly ICCS, that fo-
cuses on students at grade 8th) showed that female students show greater support for gender 
equality than male students (Schulz et al., 2023). Moreover, gender is also a non-neutral varia-
ble in VET, as evidenced by the phenomenon of gender segregation, which refers to the repro-
duction of the gendered division of work in the labor market through the enrollment of male 
and female students in different vocational specializations based on traditional gender roles 
(Imdorf et al., 2015). 

Another variable connected with sexism is socio-economic status. ICCS showed that a 
higher socio-economic status is associated with a higher attitude towards gender equality 
(Schulz et al., 2023). As is well known, in many European countries, students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds and those at a higher risk of dropping out are often more prevalent in 
VET compared to other educational pathways (Cedefop, 2016). 

Finally, there is a variable whose connection with gender equality has not been explored in 
ICCS studies but is highly represented in VET and contributes to shaping its identity in various 
European countries: the migratory background of students (Cedefop, 2016). It has been ob-
served that the variable of ethnicity influences teachers' attention to sexism among students 
(Öhrn, 2009) and that migratory background can contribute to shaping the educational practices 
of trainers in iVET (Brescianini, 2024). 

In summary, sexism is an obstacle to the goal that VET is increasingly striving to achieve, 
but it is also strongly connected to certain socio-demographic variables that are particularly 
present in VET. For some of these variables, taken individually, we already know how they 
relate to sexism. However, less is known about how multiple demographic variables interact 
and impact sexism and attitudes toward gender equality, particularly among initial VET (iVET) 
students. Exploring how these variables interact, and influence sexism can be done through an 
intersectional approach. 

Originating within feminist movements, the concept of intersectionality focuses on exam-
ining how membership in multiple marginalized social groups exposes individuals to overlap-
ping forms of discrimination (Crenshaw, 1989). Starting from the observation that Black 
women’s struggles were not adequately represented either in Black movements led by men or 
in feminist movements led by white women, race and gender were the first two identities to 
intersect and give rise to the concept of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989). The definition later 
expanded to include all dimensions of social identity (e.g. social class, age, sexual orientation, 
physical ability), which, by intersecting, collectively form a hierarchical matrix of privilege and 
marginalization in society (Crenshaw, 1991). 

According to the intersectional perspective, every person in society is positioned at a par-
ticular intersection and is subject to corresponding social advantages and disadvantages (Col-
lins, 1990/2000). This has implications both in terms of feminist engagement and social re-
search. From a feminist standpoint, it is not possible to defend those who are simultaneously 
victims of sexism and racism using only anti-sexist or anti-racist approaches; rather, a new 
framework is needed (Collins, 1990/2000). From a research perspective, conventional notions 
of diversity may inadvertently overlook the intersections of multiple historically oppressed 
identities (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008). Therefore, research must move from what are 
defined as "unidimensional" studies to new approaches that consider multiple dimensions and 
are accordingly referred to as "intersectional" studies (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013). 
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Given the nature of sexism (prejudice against women) and the multiple subordinated iden-
tities widely represented in VET contexts, we argue that intersectionality provides a valuable 
framework for understanding how these identities influence students' sexism-related attitudes. 

3 Research Context and Research Questions 
In addition to a theoretical framework, it is important to specify some contextual elements 

that help frame the research and its relevance. 
This study takes place in two iVET institutes in Italy. iVET pathways in Italy are designed 

for students in grades 9 to 12 following the completion of lower secondary school. The iVET 
system seeks to balance the development of professional skills with transversal skills, the for-
mer referred to as technical-professional skills and the latter as basic skills. Of course, basic or 
transversal skills also play a role in labor market integration (Cimatti, 2016), but there is a clear 
emphasis on providing a democratic education, particularly considering the recent introduction 
of citizenship competence in the 2020/2021 academic year. 

Similar to other European contexts (Cedefop, 2016, 2017), students attending Italian iVET 
programs often come from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, have experienced 
academic failure, and have complex educational needs (Brescianini & Luppi, 2023). Among 
the total student population, iVET has the highest percentage of students with disabilities (MI, 
2022), students from low socio-economic backgrounds (MIUR, 2019), and students with a mi-
grant background. This last variable is particularly significant, with foreign students accounting 
for 28.4% of iVET students, compared to an average of 9.3% in other educational pathways, 
according to ministerial data (MIM, 2023). 

Adopting an intersectional perspective, we can identify multiple subordinated-group iden-
tities within Italian iVET students (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008). Among these, the study 
focuses specifically on gender and migratory background, seeking to answer the following re-
search questions: 

 
1. Is there a difference in sexism-related attitudes between male and female iVET students? 
2. Is there a difference in sexism-related attitudes between iVET students according to their 

migratory background? 
3. How do the previous demographic variables interact and affect sexism-related attitudes 

among iVET students? 

4 Methods and Results 
Due to space constraints, the methods and results are presented in the same chapter, to 

provide a more synthetic and linear reading experience by displaying the results immediately 
after the analysis is shown. 

The research presented here is part of a broader project aimed at developing assessment 
tools for citizenship competences (Brescianini, 2023). 

This contribution focuses on a self-assessment questionnaire on attitudes toward the Italian 
Constitution, administered to a sample of n = 377 students (Table 1). The institutes involved 
were selected through a convenience sample (Cohen et al., 2018). The questionnaires were ad-
ministered by teachers from the training institutions to all students available on the day of ad-
ministration; therefore, absent students or those engaged in off-site training activities were not 
included. 

The questionnaire items examined in this contribution focus on three statements, specifi-
cally those related to sexism. The first item (I1) is “Women no longer need to fight for equality 
with men because it has already been achieved”. This is an original item that measures hostile 
sexism. The second item (I2) is “Every woman needs a man to protect her”. This item is taken 
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from the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI) by Glick and Fiske (1996) and measures benevo-
lent sexism. The third item (I3) is “In some cases, violence against people is justified”. This is 
an original item that does not measure sexism directly but rather the predisposition to use vio-
lence, a variable strongly connected to sexism (Agadullina et al., 2022). 

Students were asked to express their level of agreement using the following response op-
tions: "Not at all," "A little," "Somewhat," "A lot," and "I don't know." 

Below are the frequency distributions of the responses from the entire sample for each item 
(Table 2). 

Table 1 
Sample Characteristics 

Variable Value / Category N % 

Gender 

M 230 61 
F 138 36.6 
Valid cases 368 97.6 
Missing 9 2.4 
Total 377 100 

Age 
 
Mean = 15,6 
Median = 15 

13 1 0.3 
14 90 23.9 
15 110 29.2 
16 50 13.3 
17 68 18.0 
18 22 5.8 
19 6 1.6 
20 2 0.5 
Valid cases 349 92.6 
Missing 28 7.4 
Total 377 100 

Number of Italian 
parents4F

2 

0 152 40.3 
1 35 9.3 
2 165 43.8 
Valid cases 352 93.4 
Missing 25 6.6 
Total 377 100 

Course year 

1 185 49.1 
2 117 31 
3 27 7.2 
4 48 12.7 
Total 377 100 

Vocational speciali-
zation 

Wellness - Hairdressing 89 23.6 
Catering - Dining and bar service 29 7.7 
Electronics 21 5.6 
Wellness - Beauty therapy  39 10.3 
Graphic design 21 5.6 
Information Technology 76 20.2 
Mechanics 17 4.5 
Catering - Food preparation 21 5.6 
Motor vehicle repair 64 17 
Total 377 100 

 
 

2  Students were asked to indicate the number of Italian parents. This approach was chosen to avoid requiring 
families to sign a data processing authorization, as – according to the institutes’ teachers – this would have 
significantly reduced the participation rate. The number of Italian parents provides an approximate proxy 
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Table 2 
Frequency Distribution of Responses to the Items (Percentage Values) 

Item 
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I1 - Women no longer need to fight for equality with 
men because it has already been achieved 19.9 25.2 26.0 13.0 10.9 5 100 

I2 - Every woman needs a man to protect her 31.8 17.8 16.4 22.0 7.4 4.6  
I3 - In some cases, violence against people is justified 27.1 22.3 22.0 17.2 6.9 4.5  

 
Below is another frequency distribution table (Table 3), which aggregates the "Not at all" 

response with "A little" and the "Somewhat" response with "A lot." This allows for easier data 
interpretation and comparison with the subsequent tables. 

Table 3 
Frequency Distribution of Responses to the Items with Dichotomized Response Categories and 
Only Valid Cases (Percentage Values). 

Item 
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I1 - Women no longer need to fight for equality with men because it 
has already been achieved 47.5 41.1 11.5 100 

I2 - Every woman needs a man to protect her 51.9 40.3 7.8  
I3 - In some cases, violence against people is justified 51.7 41.1 7.2  

 
To explore the research questions, a contingency table analysis was conducted between the 

categorical variables (gender and migratory background) and the three selected items. The sig-
nificance of any identified relationships was assessed using the chi-square test (Cohen et al., 
2018). 

Before examining the first relationship, between sexism-related items and gender, it is im-
portant to verify whether the analytical sample exhibits a characteristic related to the gender 
variable that was mentioned in the theoretical framework. Specifically, whether a pattern at-
tributable to gender segregation can be identified (Table 4). 

As can be seen, apart from a few study tracks where the distribution can be considered 
gender-balanced (Graphic Design and Catering – Food Preparation) or nearly so, many path-
ways show a clear predominance of one gender over the other. In particular, male-dominated 
tracks, with peaks reaching 100%, include: Catering – Dining and bar service; Electronics; In-
formation Technology; Mechanics; Motor Vehicle Repair. Female-dominated tracks are the 

 
 
measure of citizenship (students with zero Italian parents do not hold Italian citizenship - according to na-
tional laws) or, at the very least, allows for identifying those with a migratory background (according to the 
definition of the European Migration Network). This data should, of course, be interpreted with caution, 
considering that students might have misreported due to the sensitivity of the topic or may not have been 
aware of their parents' actual legal citizenship status. https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/networks/european-
migration-network-emn/emn-asylum-and-migration-glossary/glossary/person-migratory-background_en 
(website visited on February 19, 2023). 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 89 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

two dedicated to Wellness, namely Hairdressing and Beauty therapy. This confirms a dimen-
sion of gender segregation, making iVET a context where gender is a particularly significant 
variable. 

Table 4 
Frequency Distribution (Percentage Values) and Chi-Squared Test 
Vocational specialization M F Total χ² p 
Wellness - Hairdressing 13.8 86.2 100 248 < 0.001 
Catering - Dining and bar service 81.5 18.5    
Electronics 100 0    
Wellness - Beauty therapy 2.6 97.4    
Graphic design 57.9 42.1    
Information Technology 95.9 4.1    
Mechanics 100 0    
Catering - Food preparation 57.1 42.9    
Motor vehicle repair 100 0    

 
Moving on to the analysis of the contingency tables, it is important to note that the response 

categories have been dichotomized by aggregating agreement and disagreement. This reduces 
the number of cells containing potentially anomalous data (e.g., very low values) and helps 
prevent a false significant result in the chi-square test (Corbetta, 1999/2014). 

Below are the contingency tables between the gender variable and the sexism-related items 
(Table 5). 

Table 5 
Contingency Tables Between the "Gender" Variable and Sexism-Related Items (Percentage 
Values) 

I1 - Women no longer need to fight for equality with men because it has already been achieved 
 Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
M 35.3 50 14-7 

34.058 < 0.001 F 67.2 26.9 6 
I2 - Every woman needs a man to protect her 
 Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
M 42 47.5 10.5 

26.268 < 0.001 F 69.4 27.6 3.0 
I3 - In some cases, violence against people is justified 
 Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
M 42.1 50.7 7,2 

28.089 < 0.001 F 69.7 22.7 7,6 
 
As can be observed, female students tend to express significantly lower agreement with 

these items compared to male students. The significance of this relationship is confirmed by 
the chi-square test, with p consistently below 0.001. 

The second variable to be further examined is migratory background. The same analysis is 
therefore repeated, creating a contingency table that cross-tabulates the migratory background 
variable with the responses to the sexism-related items (Table 6). 
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Table 6 
Contingency Tables Between the "Migratory Background" Variable and Sexism-Related Items 
(Percentage Values) 

I1 - Women no longer need to fight for equality with men because it has already been achieved 
 Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
Migratory background 48.3 40.8 10.9 

0.354 0.838 Non-migratory back-
ground 50.9 39.8 9.3 

I2 - Every woman needs a man to protect her 
 Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
Migratory background 51.1 43.1 5.7 

2.42 0.298 Non-migratory back-
ground 55.6 35.8 8.6 

I3 - In some cases, violence against people is justified 
 Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
Migratory background 50.3 42.2 7.5 

0.780 0.674 Non-migratory back-
ground 54 40.5 5.5 

 
As shown by the contingency table and the chi-square test, there appear to be no significant 

relationships between migratory background and the frequency distributions of the sexism-re-
lated items. 

At this point, the intersectional perspective is introduced through the stratification of the 
sample by both migratory background and gender. This allows for a better understanding of 
differences in responses to the sexism-related items across four groups: males without a migra-
tory background, males with a migratory background, females without a migratory background, 
and females with a migratory background (Table 7). 

 

Table 7 
Contingency Tables Between Sexism-Related Items and the Variables “Migratory Back-
ground” and “Gender”, Stratified into Four Groups (Percentage Values) 

I1 - Women no longer need to fight for equality with men because it has already been achieved 
  Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
Migratory back-
ground 

M 37.8 50.0 12.2 9.74 < 0.05 F 62.0 29.6 8.5 
Non-migratory 
background 

M 36.0 51.0 13.0 24.99 < 0.001 F 76.7 20.0 3.3 
I2 - Every woman needs a man to protect her 
  Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
Migratory back-
ground 

M 42.9 50 7.1 6.96 < 0.05 F 63.4 32.4 4.2 
Non-migratory 
background 

M 42.6 44.6 12.9 20.45 < 0.001 F 78.3 20.0 1.7 
I3 - In some cases, violence against people is justified 
  Disagree Agree Don’t know χ² p 
Migratory back-
ground 

M 42.4 50.5 7.1 10.2 < 0.05 F 65.2 26.1 8.7 
Non-migratory 
background 

M 41.2 52.9 5.9 20.1 < 0.001 F 76.7 18.3 5.0 
 

From Table 7, it is possible to observe that the difference in responses to the sexism-related 
items between males and females is smaller in the group of students with a migratory back-
ground compared to those without it. In fact, differences between males and females without a 
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migratory background are statistically more significant than those between males and females 
with a migratory background. These variations can be better observed in graphical form (Figure 
1; Figure 2; Figure 3), where it becomes evident that male students, regardless of their migra-
tory background, exhibit similar responses, while female students show greater variation based 
on background. In other words, female students with a migratory background tend to respond 
more similarly to male students than to their non-migratory background peers. 

Figure 1 
Agreement Levels with Item I1 Stratified by 
Gender and Migratory Background 

Figure 2 
Agreement Levels with Item I2 Stratified by 
Gender and Migratory Background 

  

Figure 3 
Agreement Levels with Item I3 Stratified by 
Gender and Migratory Background 
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5 Discussion and Implications for iVET Educational Practice 
Data analysis shows consistency with the literature. First, the sample exhibits strong gender 

segregation across vocational specializations. Secondly, female students express lower levels 
of sexism compared to male students, in line with a greater propensity for gender equality ob-
served in ICCS studies (Schulz et al., 2023). Migratory background, in itself, does not appear 
to show significant relationships with sexism. However, adopting an intersectional approach – 
one that goes beyond individual dimensions – reveals some interesting insights. 

When considering both gender and migratory background, the data indicate that female 
students with a migratory background show higher levels of agreement with sexism-related 
items compared to their non-migratory background female peers. On the other hand, migratory 
background does not appear to impact sexist attitudes among male students. 

A superficial reading might suggest that female students with a migratory background are 
more likely to hold sexist views than those without a migratory background. From an intersec-
tional perspective, one might have expected that female students with a migratory background 
would hold stronger anti-sexist attitudes than their Italian peers, given their experience of mul-
tiple forms of discrimination. However, the way in which multiple experiences of discrimina-
tion manifest and the effects they have on attitudes are complex and unpredictable. Sometimes, 
the relationship between attitudes and belonging to a particular social category is counterintui-
tive. For example, it is important to recall the concept of internalized sexism, as introduced in 
the theoretical chapter. A higher level of agreement with sexism-related items could therefore 
suggest that female students with a migratory background experience multiple forms of dis-
crimination based on both ethnicity and gender. Alternatively, or in addition, it may indicate 
greater exposure to sexist discursive practices, which can contribute to the internalization of 
gender stereotypes (Bearman et al., 2009). 

There are many possible interpretations of these results, and in doing so, it is also important 
to consider some limitations of the study. 

From a more technical perspective, it is worth noting that some descriptive statistics are 
missing and that certain relationships between variables have not been explored, such as poten-
tial differences between mixed-gender classes and gender-segregated classes. Additionally, the 
sample was not randomly selected, meaning it is not representative of the broader iVET student 
population. 

The intersectional paradigm was used to examine the impact of multiple subordinated iden-
tities on enacted (or rather, thought) sexism rather than experienced sexism, although, as dis-
cussed, sexist attitudes can also result from internalized sexism. This approach might represent 
a non-conventional use of the intersectional paradigm and might risk be seen as undermining 
the empowerment of female students with a migratory background. In a broader sense, this 
contribution could leave room for easy stereotypical or stigmatizing interpretations, portraying 
female students with a migratory background or male students in general as pupils more in-
clined toward sexism. On the contrary, this should not be taken as a categorization of students 
but rather as a way to highlight the complexity of educational needs in iVET. 

Even though the intersectional perspective is not adopted in the most conventional sense 
when interpreting the data, it is important to stress that it was precisely through an intersectional 
lens that the research questions were originally formulated. Moreover, we argue that this per-
spective has nonetheless enabled a type of analysis that might otherwise have been overlooked, 
allowing us to highlight how intersecting subordinated identities can shape complex frame-
works for students' value systems and attitudes. 

Adolescence is a key stage in socialization into gender-related practices, including, for in-
stance, internalized sexism (Bearman et al., 2009). Teachers play an important role in address-
ing sexism, especially when working in multi-ethnic classrooms (Öhrn, 2009). 
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The insights provided by this contribution underscore the urgency, particularly in iVET, of 
gender equality education informed by the complexity of students' multiple identities, in order 
to promote a more inclusive and democratic iVET. 
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Abstract 
Context: This paper takes stock of evidence collected within the ongoing Thematic country 
review on the implementation of the 2016 European Council recommendation “Upskilling 
Pathways: New Opportunities for Adults” in Croatia. 
Approach: It focuses on two specific research questions. The first one looks at the likely impact 
of the recent introduction of the voucher scheme in the Croatian adult education sector on the 
overall features of the skill formation regime. The second research question examines how 
broader features of the Croatian welfare regime will likely mediate the effects of the voucher 
scheme rollout. The analysis is based on data from 39 physical and online interviews with 54 
informants with direct knowledge of the upskilling challenges. 
Findings: The analysis broadly established that vouchers in the Croatian context largely work 
towards aligning the adult education system, thus far primarily governed by segmentalist prin-
ciples, with the general features of the Croatian skill-formation regime characterised by an out-
sized role of the central state. Findings also indicate that the voucher scheme’s structure and 
rollout are substantially influenced by features of the Croatian active labour market policy, 
which systematically fails to effectively target beneficiary groups furthest removed from the 
labour market. There is also evidence of the Croatian welfare state failing to secure precondi-
tions for the participation of low-skilled and low-qualified adults in voucher-funded courses 
despite them being nominally “free of charge” for beneficiaries. Critical social risks recognised 
as particular barriers to access are health impediments, physical isolation, care for dependents 
and access to decent income for welfare recipients. 
Conclusions: This paper paves the way for more ambitious (comparative) research efforts 
aimed at better understanding how vouchers influence established skill-production regimes and 
how their features interact with respective welfare state regimes. Analysis seems to demonstrate 
that vouchers can function as instruments of (central) state empowerment in educational poli-
cymaking despite originally being conceived as a market-based way of giving beneficiaries of 
educational services more support over their choices. 

Keywords 
upskilling, skill-formation regime, welfare regime, vouchers 
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1 Introduction 
At the European level, the 2016 European Council recommendation “Upskilling Pathways: 

New Opportunities for Adults” (2016/C 484/01), as well as the 2022 Council recommendation 
on individual learning accounts (2022/C 243/03), have provided a strong impetus for European 
countries to broaden and update their adult learning systems. However, in each country such 
interventions are landing upon established skill production regimes (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 
2012; Tūtlys et al., 2022) and welfare state institutional setups structured towards supporting 
adult learning (Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009; Saar & Räis, 2017), necessarily leading to insti-
tutional change processes (Mahoney & Thelen, 2009), as new instruments and stakeholders rub 
shoulders with incumbent ones. The introduction of training vouchers in April 2022 may rep-
resent such a critical juncture in the transformation of the vocational segment of Croatian adult 
education. By allowing each adult citizen to attend one vetted course of his/her choosing, the 
voucher scheme is conceived as a first step towards an individual learning accounts system. For 
the most part, the offer entails short-term vocational courses, with an initial focus on green and 
digital jobs; gradually expanding towards other sectors.  The legal, strategic and financial 
frameworks were, respectively, set by the Adult Education Act of 2021, the National Plan for 
Work, Occupational Safety and Employment (2021-2027), and the EU Resilience and Recov-
ery Facility and the European Social Fund +. This policy change was introduced in a system 
characterized by persistently low adult education participation and large gaps in participation 
with respect to education and labour market consistently reported both by the Labour Force 
Survey and the Adult Education Survey. In the 2022 round of AES, collected just before the 
rollout of the voucher scheme, just 20% of Croatian residents (25-64) reported participating in 
non-formal education and training, compared to the 37% EU-27 average, with employers fund-
ing training in 84,5% of cases (Eurostat, 2024a).  As per Croatian Employment Service Statis-
tical bulletins, from the beginning of April 2022 to the end of December 20245F

1, voucher-based 
training was successfully completed by 25947 persons, or about 1% of the adult population, 
albeit mostly employed and well-educated. Here we set out to explore the policy change put in 
motion by vouchers through two research questions. 

RQ 1) What is the likely impact of the recent introduction of the voucher scheme in 
the Croatian adult education sector on overall features of the national skill formation 
regime? 

According to Busemeyer & Trampusch (2012) there are four neuralgic points of conflict 
determining the profile of the skill production regime: the division of labour between the state, 
employers, their associations, and individuals on the i) provision and ii) financing of training; 
iii) the relationship between firm autonomy and public oversight in the provision of training; 
iv) the linkages between VET and the general education system. When it comes to adult edu-
cation, two of those were upset by the process of introduction of the voucher scheme - namely 
funding and oversight dimensions - thus having potential for change in the skill production 
profile. Before the introduction of vouchers, adult education in Croatia could have been best 
described as a form of segmentalism. The state continuously funds part of the adult education 
provision, commonly as one of the measures of active labour market policy (hereafter: ALMP). 
However, these measures traditionally included up to a few thousand persons per year and ac-
counted for the smallest share of the budget allocated towards the ALMP, compared to other 

 
 

1  Authors decided against referencing each of the bulletins separately to avoid compromising overall fluency 
of the text and breaching recommended length. All the statistical bulletins are available at: 
https://www.hzz.hr/usluge/publikacije-hzz-a/statisticke-publikacije/#mjesecni-statisticki-bilten  (Accessed 
on 8 April 2025). 
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more prominent categories such as employment subsidies, traineeships or public works (Mat-
ković, 2019). Consequently, employers traditionally fund most of the adult education provision 
(Eurostat, 2024a; Matković & Jaklin, 2021). However, despite their outsized role in funding, 
the Adult Education Survey (Eurostat, 2024b) indicates that Croatian employers are less likely 
to provide training directly (only 24% in 2022 vs the 34% EU-27 average). Adult education is 
for the most part provided by various training institutions and schools. In many cases such 
institutions are publicly owned but largely operate on a market basis with no public funding, 
with participation fees representing the main source of their income. With introduction of reg-
ulation and funding, we presume that vouchers are likely to serve as an instrument of aligning 
vocational adult education with the general outlook of the Croatian skill-formation regime, 
which is predominately statist, with some elements of collectivism (Buković, 2019; Matković 
& Buković, 2022). 

RQ 2) How are broader features of the Croatian welfare regime likely to mediate the 
effects of the voucher scheme take-up? 

Review of key policy documents indicates that the primary purpose of voucher introduction 
was the general broadening of participation in adult education, rather than inclusion of margin-
alized groups per se. However, the practical availability of services which are nominally “open 
to everyone” is always an important issue that merits additional analytical attention. Rubenson 
and Desjardins (2009) emphasize that a policy focus on equity and extending the supply of 
opportunities into the domain of civil society are instrumental in securing broad participation. 
Welfare regime provisions going beyond the ALMP might have a significant impact on how 
training opportunities are distributed (Saar & Räis, 2017). In this setup, care policies may be of 
particular importance (Melesk, 2021). Having in mind large pre-existing differences in dispo-
sitions, information and barriers to participation in adult education (Matković, 2023), as well 
as the absence of flexicurity mechanisms (Matković, 2013) and coherence between social pol-
icies in Croatia (Dobrotić, 2016, 2019; Stubbs & Zrinščak, 2009), it would be prudent to explore 
whether they hinder access to the voucher-enabled upskilling. 

2 Methodology 
This paper is based on evidence collected within the ongoing Thematic country review6F

2 on 
upskilling pathways for (low skilled) adults commissioned by Cedefop and delivered by a con-
sortium consisting of the Institute for Social Research Zagreb and Istituto per la Ricerca Sociale. 

Specifically, it relies on a qualitative research segment of the first phase of the project that 
included semi-structured interviews based on a comprehensive analytical framework developed 
by Cedefop (2020). This framework is used to guide research on implementation of different 
aspects of the Upskilling Pathways Recommendation. The effort focused on the three (out of 
11) key areas, with corresponding research topics, that were selected for the research under this 
service contract: Multi-level and multi-stakeholder governance (Effectiveness of coordination; 
Role of local providers; Involvement of employers and civil society),  Financial and non-finan-
cial support (Securing funding;  Non-financial support; Targeting support), and Outreach to 
vulnerable groups (Barriers to participation; Opportunities and synergies and outreach Re-
sources). 

The fieldwork was carried out between May and June 2024 as a combination of 39 physical 
and online interviews with 54 participants originating from three groups with direct knowledge 
of the upskilling challenges: i) adult education providers (open universities founded by local 

 
 

2  The service contract commenced in December 2022, with scheduled completion in October 2025. 
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governments, VET schools, regional competence centres and one each of the following: a 
school aligned with the chamber of crafts, a correspondence school, a privatized peoples’ uni-
versity and a language school), ii) stakeholders directly involved with low-skilled adults (a 
centre for professional rehabilitation, a civil society organization working with immigrants, so-
cial enterprises, organizations supporting work integration and civil society organizations di-
rectly working on social integration, as well as group interviews with Croatian Employment 
Service (CES) counsellors) and iii) the low-skilled beneficiary group itself, mostly recruited 
via CES (low-skilled long-term unemployed, women distant from the labour market and per-
sons with disabilities)7F

3. 
The analytical process could best be described as a simple thematic analysis of the deduc-

tive (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Mayring, 2014) or directed type (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Specific 
codes were developed at the level of individual topics, initially following the interview proto-
cols, then iteratively optimized during the research process. A total of 26 codes were used to 
analyse interviews with adult education providers, 30 for interviews with stakeholders and 10 
for interviews with low-skilled adults. These codes largely overlapped, allowing for compari-
son across sub-samples8F

4. The initial coding output was a thick description of findings per each 
of the three groups of participants, representing a highly coherent and comprehensive product 
of the entire analytical effort. 

As all categories of stakeholders kept mentioning vouchers, being a major innovation in 
the adult learning world, for the purpose of this paper we engaged in a critical re-reading of 
these intermediary research products, guided by the two research questions set out in the intro-
ductory section. Relevant segments were extracted and organized thematically. This simple an-
alytical procedure yielded a total of four coherent thematic categories, two per research ques-
tion; outlined in the following section. 

Our approach has palpable limitations, primarily deriving from the fact that the research 
questions set out in this paper did not guide the original inquiry. As a consequence, relevant 
elements are relatively scarce considering the entire scope of the dataset. They should be un-
derstood primarily as analytical clues regarding challenges caused by changes in the national 
adult education policy, rather than irrefutable evidence for strong generalizable conclusions. 
Additionally, findings could also benefit from the perspective of actors who enjoy a more spe-
cific insight into the policymaking process, such as high-level civil servants, politicians and 
experts engaged with employers’ associations, industry-level trade unions or associations of 
adult education providers. These groups will be covered by the following phases of the The-
matic country review, so future analysis could complement findings outlined in this paper. 
However, considering the novelty of this approach and strength of the purposive sample, we 
assess they are “worth the candle” in the sense that they can pave the way to more ambitious 
research on the implementation of EU policy recommendations in the context of existing skill-
production and welfare regimes. 

 
 

3  Despite men making up for the majority of the low-skilled population, 10 interviewees were women and 3 
were men. Total of 7 interviewees had participated in training programmes, 2 have participated in CES acti-
vation programmes, and 4 did not participate in any training. During the interviews with beneficiaries and 
potential beneficiaries it emerged that many participants actually accumulated several disadvantages/ vulner-
abilities such as low education, poor health and gender barriers to the labour market. 

4  Entire codebook is available in an online methodological annex on the following link: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16ANTeeCWJu3Kaq2xFK8C73WHD8UHSTwg/view?usp=sharing 
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3 Findings 

RQ 1: Vouchers and the skill-formation regime 

Money Means Control 
Content of this category indicates that vouchers in practice function as a sort of intervening 

variable between funding and control in the field of Croatian adult education. The central state’s 
emergent (and novel) status of “key investor” also allows its ministries and agencies to expand 
its regulatory competence over the field of adult education, within which adult education pro-
viders traditionally enjoyed a considerable degree of autonomy. 

The evidence, predominantly laid out by participants affiliated with adult education pro-
viders, vividly describes how vouchers empower central state actors vis-à-vis other actors, pri-
marily providers and employers. Providers can apply for voucher funding only with courses 
that can prove a clear connection to the occupational and/or qualification standards that are 
already induced into the Croatian Qualification Framework (hereafter: CROQF) Registry. An-
other option is basing courses on CROQF-approved learning outcomes. 

Earlier analysis (Matković & Buković, 2022) indicated that the process of certifying 
courses in line with the CROQF methodology proved challenging for many VET providers, 
including those that operate at upper-secondary level. However, introduction of vouchers 
brought about an important novelty that allowed for significant simplification and streamlining 
of the certification process, at least for micro-credentials that make up a significant majority of 
all voucher-funded programmes.  Namely, the Agency for Vocational Education and Training 
and Adult Education (hereafter: AVETAE) itself developed and published dozens of curricula 
leading to micro-credentials and partial qualifications at pre-tertiary level in sectors such as 
construction, transportation and logistics, healthcare and foreign languages (AVETAE, n.d.). 
This allowed providers to all but completely circumvent the red tape pertaining to the standard 
certification process by simply applying for voucher funding with the exact same curricula pre-
viously developed by the AVETAE. Similarly, providers are allowed to “construct” micro-cre-
dentials based on a number of previously certified learning outcome groups, which also allows 
them to avoid the most demanding element of developing new micro-credentials and subse-
quent curricula: producing an analytical underpinning for their economic and social justifica-
tion (AVETAE, 2022). If based on an acceptable combination of existing learning outcome 
groups, micro-credentials are automatically viewed as socially and economically relevant by 
the AVETAE which provides an initial assessment, which is commonly rubber-stamped by the 
Ministry of Science, Education and Youth. 

A process structured in such a way logically positions the AVETAE as both a central in-
formation node and key gatekeeper. Adult education providers for the most part positively as-
sess the work of the AVETAE in this aspect, praising the professionalism and efficiency of the 
Agency’s staff. However, several providers expressed the need for support in meeting CROQF 
requirements for designing and registering completely new courses; as opposed to implement-
ing ready-made courses already prepared and shared by the AVETAE or those that are con-
structed on the existing combination of learning outcome groups. Such a process still requires 
a substantial analytical underpinning. Many providers seem to lack resources for following 
through such a demanding path. A similar experience was reported by participants from a work 
integration social enterprise (hereafter: WISE) that attempted to register its own set of micro-
credentials for experts working on work integration. Having to develop all the micro-credentials 
“from scratch”, these participants described the existing support for such endeavours as com-
pletely inadequate.  Overall, these findings align well with existing literature (Markowitsch & 
Dębowski, 2022; Powell & Trampusch, 2012) which predominantly views qualification frame-
works as tools of state empowerment in skill production regimes. 
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Linking vouchers with CROQF is the most commonly recognised mechanism of the central 
state’s empowerment, but not necessarily the only one. Two providers decry the lack of any 
discernible logic of voucher-funding allocation; i.e. labour market information upon which the 
number of slots for a certain type of course is allocated. This is decided by the Ministry of 
Labour, Pension System, Family and Social Policy (hereafter: MoL), based on data provided 
by the Croatian Employment Service (hereafter: CES). 

...it would be great if those programmes (funded through vouchers; authors’ remark) 
could be distributed more equitably. CES has the data on how many unemployed there 
are and what is their structure. So vouchers could be better targeted. For instance, in 
our town there are 250 unemployed, of that ten persons with disabilities, fifty five 
long-term unemployed women. Okay, then allocate towards our town, to providers 
number 1, 2 and 3 (appropriate courses; authors’ remark) and we’ll train those folks. - 
Adult education expert 

Scepticism towards the existing way of doing voucher allocation is also expressed by CES 
experts, with one of them reporting that 30% of total vouchers approved in the last two years 
by his major CES office funded training for fork-truck operators. A similar example is noted 
by another participant, only this case applied to courses on accounting. CES experts doubt that 
demand justifies such an allocation of vouchers to these specific occupations.  These findings 
strongly resonate with research on the role of the central state in upper-secondary VET, where 
excessive control over resource allocation is rarely justified by successful policy outcomes (Bu-
ković, 2021; 2022). 

Transforming the Adult Education Playfield 
Increased central state control, fuelled by (EU-backed) voucher funding, may have another 

important effect: transforming the adult education playfield in a way that heavily favours cer-
tain types of providers over others. This is indicated by statements made by participants affili-
ated with a number of smaller providers that previously operated almost exclusively on a com-
mercial basis, i.e. charging fees. These operators that previously ran small but largely sustain-
able operations are now having to face a significant administrative burden pertaining to execu-
tion of voucher-funded courses, risk of late drop-out by participants (with payments being 
linked to successful course completion) and overall inability to sell their services commercially 
in a landscape where free of charge upskilling opportunities are becoming more available. 
Vouchers seem to be favouring larger providers that have at their disposal the resources needed 
to meet corresponding administrative and financial demands. 

In a very particular statement one participant reported the inability of his adult education 
provider to apply for voucher-funding for English and Croatian language courses aimed at for-
eign workers, despite a long tradition of offering similar educational content.  This is due to the 
fact that the provider is not registered as a “language school”, i.e. it does not have over 50% of 
its operational capacity committed to language courses. He sees this outcome as illegitimate 
and favouring what he refers to as “language schools’ lobby”. Furthermore, he mentions in-
stances of AE providers originally registered as language schools expanding their scope of op-
erations well beyond its original purpose (for instance, machinery training) for the sole purpose 
of obtaining voucher funding. Such a statement requires additional validation. However, find-
ings within this category definitely indicate that voucher funding has a significant potential to 
transform the existing offer in Croatian adult education – for better or for worse. 

RQ2: Vouchers and the welfare state 
REPRODUCING THE ACTIVE LABOUR MARKET POLICY MODEL 
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A number of participants affiliated with adult education providers warn of a profoundly 
partial nature of micro-credentials, in the sense that the “one” which is funded through the 
voucher scheme is rarely sufficient to significantly improve the prospects of low-skilled and 
low-qualified adults. This makes them far more suitable for beneficiaries with higher levels of 
previous competence, and often higher level qualifications. 

One micro-credential is not enough; there is always a need for extra if a person is to 
receive something resembling holistic training in a certain field. For instance, specific, 
sophisticated types of welding…For this reason I think vouchers are more suited for 
persons with higher levels of education than the low-qualified. -Adult education expert 

According to experts affiliated with AE providers, low-qualified adults are commonly in 
need of obtaining a full qualification which ideally should be in low-supply. However, this feat 
is largely unaffordable for the majority of beneficiaries belonging to vulnerable groups, and full 
qualifications are not provided under the voucher scheme. This lack of clear incentives seems 
to plausibly account for the relative absence of the low-qualified and unemployed within the 
structure of voucher beneficiaries.  In a similar vein, CES experts warn against the practice of 
pushing too many participants towards voucher-funded courses that build on previous experi-
ence. One of them points to low completion rates of a programming course that was seen by 
many CES advisors as a particularly effective tool of improving labour market prospects for 
long-term unemployed beneficiaries. 

CES experts on multiple occasions also emphasized a different type of obstacle low-skilled 
and low-qualified adults face when wanting to use their voucher: online application, mandating 
active use of the E-Citizen interface which requires a reasonable degree of digital literacy. This 
issue was also particularly strongly voiced by an expert affiliated with a civil society organiza-
tion working with vulnerable groups. 

Furthermore, CES experts warn that the “voucher tsunami” is also sweeping away some 
particularly useful alternatives, such as adult education courses executed within the ALMP 
framework.  They see the latter as an option which is actually easier for employers, as CES sets 
up the whole operation. They believe that ALMP-sponsored adult education courses are also 
more feasible for adult education providers who do not have to wait for a “minimal quota” of 
participants to make the course financially viable. 

Many of the previously described features of the voucher implementation are very much 
in line with well-documented problems of the Croatian ALMP. Multiple sources (Franičević, 
2008; Ipsos & HZZ, 2016; Matković, 2019) point to systematic failures of this policy in effec-
tively targeting beneficiary groups furthest removed from the labour market. What is critically 
important here is that both ALMP and the voucher structure are designed and executed by ex-
actly the same set of institutional actors: MoL and CES. An existing institutional playbook may 
have been applied in the design and execution of the voucher scheme; perhaps even without the 
clear intentions of key actors who simply under political and operational pressures relied on 
familiar institutional blueprints, leading to similar policy outcomes. 

Welfare Fragmentation and Scarcity 
Unlike previous categories, this one mostly relies on the perspective of low-skilled and 

low-qualified adults in relation to obstacles that prevented them, or made it particularly hard 
for them, to take part in upskilling programmes. Considering the relatively recent rollout of the 
voucher scheme and the prolonged unemployment status of most interview participants, many 
of the omitted opportunities mentioned by participants do not necessarily refer to these courses. 
However, considering the low participation of this population in voucher funded courses, many 
of them appear highly relevant. 
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Seven out of thirteen participants reported different types of health issues as impediments 
to participation in upskilling initiatives. Only a minority of those participants have a formal 
disability status, so this confirms that serious health conditions are widespread within low-
skilled and low-qualified groups, irrespective of whether they are formally recognized by the 
welfare system. These impediments sometimes limit their mobility and ability to partake, but 
also, as in the quoted excerpt below, pose questions regarding the pertinence of the upskilling 
effort all together. 

Yes, I was supposed to go, but last year I injured my fist. I don’t have a use of the fist 
and it’s really hard finding a job. Because this fist is sort of half-functional and I’m 
having a real hard time finding any job. - Low skilled unemployed adult 

Another common issue, picked up in no less than six interviews, is spatial isolation com-
bined with absence of public transport. Even in situations when CES is providing refunds for 
travel expenses (a practice which is at times described by some as less than ideal), participants 
living in isolated areas often lack viable public transportation options which would allow them 
to travel on a daily basis to and from nearby urban centres where courses are regularly executed. 
This issue was validated by CES experts. 

Absence of care for family and dependents also appeared as an important issue in at least 
5 interviews with low-skilled and low-qualified adults. In the simple words of one of the par-
ticipants: “By the time the kids are all grown up, it’s too damn late.”  Croatian welfare state 
institutions, both at the national and local level, lack services that can address this type of chal-
lenge. 

Finally, stakeholders in direct contact with vulnerable groups in at least three interviews 
emphasize that their beneficiaries commonly rely on participation in the informal, “grey” econ-
omy, combined with scarce social benefits. This allows them to live in a status that could be 
best described as “manageable poverty”. For this reason, such individuals over time become 
very good at suppressing their needs, creating a sort of low-level equilibrium that they are fa-
miliar and comfortable with. Naturally, it serves as a barrier to various efforts for activation, 
including upskilling. Such a view was validated by one low-skilled adult, who also reported on 
the punitive practices of CES, which upon any evidence of such activities removes beneficiaries 
from its registry. 

These findings paint an overall picture of social services struggling with scarcity and frag-
mentation, resulting in their overall inability to support beneficiaries facing more complex so-
cial problems. These findings are well aligned with earlier depictions of the Croatian welfare 
regime (Dobrotić, 2016, 2019; Stubbs & Zrinščak, 2009) and empirical research of inequalities 
in access to life-long learning in Croatia (Matković, 2023). 

4 Concluding Remarks 
In response to RQ1, analysis presented in this paper indicates that vouchers are expanding 

the role of central state actors in areas such as curricular development, provision monitoring 
and quality assurance. There are four developments fuelling this transformation: i) the emerging 
role of the central state as an important investor in adult education through voucher provision; 
ii) linking the voucher provision with features of the national qualification framework; iii) con-
trol over information representing the basis for voucher allocation and iv) impact of voucher 
provision on the functioning of the adult education market, i.e. the set of rules under which 
adult education providers compete for beneficiaries. The starting assumption - that voucher 
provision will incentivize alignment of the adult education system with features of the Croatian 
skill production regime, characterized by an outsized (but in policy terms not overly effective) 
role of the central state - is largely being validated by these findings. However, segmentalist 
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features are likely to remain present or even dominant in the Croatian adult education system 
for the foreseeable future, considering that employers still fund the bulk of vocational adult 
education provision. 

In response to RQ2, findings largely point towards the Croatian welfare state’s inability to 
effectively address basic social risks, such as health impediments, physical isolation, care for 
dependents and access to a decent income for welfare recipients.  Removing these barriers 
serves as a precondition for participation of low-skilled and low-qualified adults in all up-
skilling initiatives, including those that are nominally “free of charge”. As a consequence, mem-
bers of vulnerable social groups are far less likely to take part. 

Findings pertaining to RQ2 also indicate that, likely inadvertently, existing design and op-
erating procedures used to implement ALMP in Croatia largely influenced the voucher-
scheme’s structure and rollout. Considering that both policies are for the most part formulated 
and implemented under the same institutional auspices (MoL formulating, CES implementing), 
this explanation appears largely plausible. The practical consequence of such a development is 
a lack of effective outreach of the voucher scheme towards low-skilled and low-qualified 
groups in greatest need of effective upskilling, primarily due to the scheme's built-in institu-
tional features favouring adults with a higher education diploma.  This paper paves a way to 
more ambitious (comparative) research efforts aimed at better understanding how vouchers in-
fluence established skill-production regimes; and how their features interact with respective 
welfare state regimes.  Our analysis seems to demonstrate that vouchers can function as instru-
ments of (central) state empowerment in educational policymaking, despite originally being 
conceived as a market-based way of giving beneficiaries of educational services more support 
over their choices. 

Apart from building on these findings from other relevant perspectives (politicians, top 
civil servants, representatives of intermediary associations), further research could focus on 
understanding institutional conditions under which vouchers generate different types of policy 
outcomes. Future research could also contribute to a deeper understanding of the relationship 
between welfare systems and adult VET education, singling out good practice examples of co-
ordination and support leading to positive outcomes for beneficiaries at risk of poverty and 
social exclusion. 
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Abstract 
Context: ITS Academies (Istituti Tecnologici Superiori – Higher Technical Institute) are Italy’s 
main model of tertiary vocational education, aiming to bridge the gap between formal learning 
and the labour market. Despite their expansion, limited attention has been given to the peda-
gogical and boundary-crossing processes that underpin learning and innovation in these dual 
systems. 
Approach: This qualitative case study draws on 23 semi-structured interviews with students, 
tutors, and teachers across three Italian regions. It explores how dual learning experiences foster 
boundary crossing, focusing on learners as “transition figures” who mediate knowledge, navi-
gate institutional divides, and contribute to workplace change. 
Findings: Under specific pedagogical and organizational conditions, ITS students apply theo-
retical knowledge, support innovation, and adapt workplace practices. Yet boundary crossing 
is uneven: some students face marginalisation due to weak mentorship, rigid hierarchies, or 
misaligned expectations. 
Conclusions: ITS Academies can enable meaningful cross-boundary learning, but this is not 
guaranteed. The effectiveness of transition figures depends on strong mentoring, institutional 
alignment, and relational support. Real transformation requires not only integration, but inten-
tional design of boundary-crossing conditions. 

Keywords 
VET Italy, dual learning, ITS Academies, transition figures 

1 Introduction 
Italy has historically grappled with high youth unemployment rates. In 2023, 16.1% of 

Italians aged 15 to 29 were not in education, employment, or training (NEET), highlighting a 
significant portion of disengaged youth. Additionally, the employment rate for recent VET 
graduates stood at 62.2% in 2023, the lowest in the European Union, where the average was 
81% (Statista, 2023; European Commission, 2023; McGrath & Yamada, 2023). To combat 
these issues, Italy has implemented initiatives such as the “dual apprenticeship” system within 
its Vocational Education and Training (VET) framework. In Italy, the ITS Academies (Istituti 
Tecnologici Superiori - Higher Technological Institutes) embody such innovation, providing a 
transformative approach to tertiary vocational education by integrating theoretical learning with 
practical application through dual systems (INAPP, 2022). 
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Established under the framework of the Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e Resilienza (PNRR)9F

1 
ITS Academies are designed to meet the demands of rapidly evolving industries, particularly 
those aligned with the digital transition, green economy, and Industry 4.0. Unlike traditional 
academic pathways, ITS programs emphasize hands-on learning, mandatory internships, and 
close collaboration with businesses, ensuring that students are equipped with industry-relevant 
skills and competencies (OECD, 2023). Despite their growing recognition, ITS Academies face 
several tensions and criticisms. One key concern relates to their ambiguous status within the 
Italian education system. Often perceived as a “second tier” alternative to university, ITS path-
ways continue to suffer from limited visibility and social prestige, which can deter student en-
rollment and reinforce educational inequalities (Ballarino & Perotti, 2021). Additionally, critics 
highlight the risk of over-alignment with industry needs, where educational goals may become 
subordinated to short-term labor market demands, potentially narrowing the scope of learning 
and limiting students’ broader personal and civic development (Cedefop, 2023b). 

Existing research on Italy’s ITS Academies has primarily focused on their role in reducing 
youth unemployment, enhancing skills alignment, and stimulating local economic growth (IN-
DIRE, 2024; Pizzigolotto, 2017; Brunetti & Corsini, 2019). However, important aspects remain 
underexplored, particularly the pedagogical dimensions of dual-system approaches and the pro-
cesses of boundary crossing between educational institutions and workplaces (Tuomi-Gröhn & 
Engeström, 2003). This study seeks to tentatively address these gaps by investigating how ed-
ucational practices and organizational dynamics might mediate processes of boundary crossing. 
Attention is given to both institutional and workplace settings, with the purpose of advancing a 
pedagogical reflection on the integration of vocational education. 

This study investigates how dual learning experiences within ITS Academies influence 
workplace practices and contribute to organizational innovation in partner firms. A central 
question concerns the role of ITS graduates as “transition figures” capable of moving between 
educational and professional contexts, and how their presence may activate processes of trans-
formation within organizational routines and knowledge-sharing practices. The research also 
seeks to understand which pedagogical and structural conditions within ITS Academies facili-
tate effective forms of boundary crossing and support the development of innovative dual learn-
ing ecosystems. Through this lens, the study aims to contribute both empirically and theoreti-
cally to the understanding of how vocational education can serve as a driver of educational and 
organizational change. This research is part of the PRIN10F

2 project Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) in the Post-Covid World: Impacts of the Dual System and Tertiary Vocational 
Education on Individuals and Firms, coordinated by the University of Milano-Bicocca as Prin-

 
 

1  The Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e Resilienza (PNRR), or National Recovery and Resilience Plan, is Italy’s 
strategic initiative funded through the European Union’s Next Generation EU program. Established in re-
sponse to the COVID-19 pandemic, the PNRR aims to stimulate Italy’s economic recovery and foster long-
term sustainable development. Within this framework, ITS Academies play a pivotal role by aligning voca-
tional education with emerging industry demands, particularly focusing on digital transformation, sustaina-
bility, and technological advancements related to Industry 4.0 (Cedefop, 2023). Specifically, the PNRR has 
allocated €500 million to enhance ITS laboratories with cutting-edge Industry 4.0 technologies, supporting 
the creation of new learning pathways and contributing to the modernization of existing training environ-
ments. 

2  The PRIN (Progetti di Rilevante Interesse Nazionale – Projects of Relevant National Interest) is a competitive 
funding program promoted by the Italian Ministry of University and Research (MUR). It supports scientific 
research projects of national importance, carried out by universities and public research institutions across 
Italy. PRIN projects are peer-reviewed and selected based on their scientific relevance, methodological rigor, 
and potential societal impact. Funded projects typically involve inter-university collaborations and aim to 
contribute to national and international academic debates. 
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cipal Investigator, with the University of Bergamo leading the Bergamo research unit. The pro-
ject adopts an interdisciplinary approach to examine the effects of recent reforms in Italy’s 
vocational education system, focusing on the dual system and ITS Academies. It aims to assess 
their impact on students, firms, and broader socio-territorial development. 

This contribution presents preliminary findings from the research conducted by the Depart-
ment of Human and Social Sciences at the University of Bergamo. 

1.1 The Role of ITS Academies and Dual Learning in Transforming Italy’s VET System 
Italy has implemented significant reforms in its Vocational Education and Training (VET) 

system to better align education with industry needs11F

3. A notable development is the establish-
ment of the Istituti Tecnologici Superiori (ITS) in 2010, which offer two-year post-secondary 
programs emphasizing technical skills and work-based learning. These programs have demon-
strated positive outcomes, with high graduate employment rates indicating their effectiveness 
in enhancing employability (Cedefop, 2023a; Baumann & Vossiek, 2022). 

ITS Academies in Italy are governed by Foundations of Participation with a legally defined 
multi-stakeholder structure. The minimum governance standard requires the involvement of 
specific actors: at least one upper secondary school located in the province where the foundation 
is based, a regional accredited training provider, one or more enterprises from the relevant tech-
nological sector, and at least one university or equivalent research institution operating in the 
same field. All founding members are required to contribute to the foundation’s assets, which 
may include financial, infrastructural, or instrumental resources. 

While this framework guarantees a structured collaboration in the design and delivery of 
curricula, the level of influence is not necessarily equal among actors. In practice, enterprises 
often have a stronger voice, especially in shaping the work-based components of the programs, 
whereas schools and universities tend to ensure the integration of foundational and theoretical 
knowledge. The needs of learners are indirectly addressed through alignment with employabil-
ity goals and feedback mechanisms, though student representation in governance bodies is not 
formally required by law. 

 More than 50% of teachers come from industry, and programs last two to three years, 
requiring mandatory internships covering at least 30% of the total training hours (INDIRE, 
2024). Each program spans 4 to 6 semesters, for a total of 1,800 to 2,000 hours. During the 
internship period, students are supported by two key figures: an ITS-based tutor, who guides 
them in selecting an appropriate internship and provides pedagogical support throughout the 
experience; and a company tutor, who supervises their integration into the workplace, intro-
duces them to operational practices, and facilitates on-the-job learning. 

On the one hand, ITS Academies offer an educational model that aligns with labor market 
demands, enhancing, among other things, youth employability. On the other hand, the risk of it 
being perceived as subordinate to academic education persists. To mitigate this risk, it is essen-
tial to achieve social and institutional recognition of the value of ITS Academies pathways, 

 
 

3  To cite two of the most recent examples, Law No. 121 of August 8, 2024, established a technological-pro-
fessional education pathway, integrating experimental four-year programs in upper secondary education, 
Higher Technical Institutes (ITS Academy), vocational education and training, and higher technical educa-
tion and training (IFTS). This initiative aims to address the educational and professional needs of young 
people and the national productive sector in alignment with the national “Industry 4.0” plan. Previously, Law 
No. 99 of July 15, 2022, had established the tertiary system of higher technological education, renaming ITS 
as ITS Academy, with the goal of promoting youth employment and strengthening economic development 
through the training of technicians with advanced technological and professional skills. 
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supporting policies that elevate higher technological education as an equally valid choice along-
side university education. Ensuring universal access to tertiary education is crucial, recognizing 
it as a fundamental right. After all, «there is no human being who does not excel in something; 
the challenge lies in providing institutional, regulatory, educational, and methodological frame-
works that allow individuals to discover and gradually develop their unique talents» (Bertagna, 
2012). 

1.2 The Role of Transition Figures in ITS Academies 
At the heart of dual learning’s transformative potential is the role of “transition figures”.  

The term “transition figures” refers to individuals who operate at the intersection of educational 
and professional domains, facilitating the transfer, adaptation, and integration of knowledge 
across these contexts. Conceptually, it is both a theoretical construct – used to frame the pro-
cesses of boundary crossing and knowledge mediation – and an empirical category, observable 
in roles such as company tutors, training consultants, and student interns engaged in dual learn-
ing systems. What distinguishes transition figures is their hybrid positioning: they embody dual 
logics (educational and industrial), enabling them to act as mediators who align pedagogical 
objectives with organizational needs. Their transformative potential lies in their ability to re-
shape practices, foster collaboration, and co-construct learning environments across institu-
tional boundaries (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; Engeström et al., 1995; Maslak, 2022). 

For instance, company tutors not only guide students through internships but also adapt 
their methodologies by incorporating insights gained from the scholarly domain, ensuring that 
the learning process aligns with industry demands. Similarly, student interns act as agents of 
change by introducing up-to-date knowledge, and innovative approaches acquired through their 
ITS programs. This dynamic exchange fosters a culture of mutual learning and innovation, 
bridging the theoretical knowledge of educational institutions with the practical exigencies of 
the workplace (Flynn et al., 2014), boundary crossers face “the challenge of negotiating and 
combining ingredients from different contexts to achieve hybrid situations” (Engeström et al., 
1995, p. 319). 

On one hand, the experience of student interns in ITS Academies can be understood 
through the lens of Wenger’s (1999) theory of communities of practice, where learning occurs 
through participation in social practices shared by a group of people with a common purpose. 
Within the workplace, students engage in situated learning by interacting with experienced 
workers, progressively moving from peripheral to fuller participation. This environment facil-
itates not only the acquisition of technical competencies but also the development of soft skills, 
such as communication, adaptability, and professional judgement—crucial for integration into 
the labor market (Wenger et al., 2002). 

In this process, the role of the company tutor emerges as central. The tutor embodies the 
characteristics of what Schön (1987) calls a reflective practitioner, guiding the intern not merely 
through technical tasks but through critical reflection on their experience. This reflective dia-
logue transforms the workplace into a site of formative experience, where knowing-in-action 
and reflection-in-action become tools for deeper learning. 

On the other hand, the role of student interns within ITS Academies goes beyond mere 
observation or routine task execution. As active participants in a structured dual learning model, 
they function as living interfaces between theoretical instruction and workplace practice. Their 
ability to translate classroom-based knowledge into context-specific solutions enables them to 
contribute to ongoing processes of improvement and adaptation within firms. 

Initial findings from this study underscore the crucial role of transition figures in imple-
menting and sustaining changes in workplace practices. By facilitating boundary crossing, these 
individuals exemplify how collaborative interactions between education and industry not only 
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drive innovation and adaptability but also reimagine the relationship between learning and 
work. 

1.3 Observed Transformations in Workplace: Research Approaches and Methodologies 
In the specific case of Italy’s ITS Academies, boundary crossing is not only a conceptual 

tool but also an empirical reality. It helps illuminate the emergence of transition figures – stu-
dents, tutors, and professionals – who operate across educational and workplace environments, 
acting as mediators of learning and innovation. As outlined by Akkerman and Bakker (2011), 
boundary crossing involves key mechanisms such as identification (redefining professional 
identities), coordination (synchronizing practices across domains), reflection (developing crit-
ical awareness of both systems), and transformation (creating new working practices). These 
processes are particularly evident in dual learning systems, where formal instruction and work-
place experience are deliberately integrated. 

Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative case study approach (Yin, 2005), which 
allows for in-depth, context-sensitive exploration of how ITS–industry collaborations are struc-
tured and experienced. Data collection unfolds across three phases: (1) document analysis (cur-
ricula, institutional reports, course descriptions); (2) a standardized questionnaire to gather in-
stitutional and contextual data; and (3) semi-structured interviews (Dearnley, 2005) with teach-
ers, workplace tutors, and students to capture situated narratives and professional practices. 

Importantly, this methodological framework serves not only a descriptive function – doc-
umenting how dual learning systems operate – but also a transformative one. By foregrounding 
the voices of actors directly involved in these ecosystems, the research aims to generate peda-
gogical and organizational insights that can inform the design and refinement of vocational 
education pathways. It aspires to support reflexivity among practitioners and institutions, en-
couraging them to critically engage with their own roles, reconfigure their collaborative prac-
tices, and co-construct more inclusive and responsive learning environments. The study focuses 
on ITS Academies in Lombardy, Veneto, and Emilia-Romagna, covering sustainable mobility, 
mechatronics, tourism technologies, and ICT (Information and Communications Technology). 

A key focus is on “transition figures” – tutors, professional teachers￼, and student interns 
– who facilitate knowledge transfer, bridge education and industry, and drive innovation (Gröhn 
& Engeström, 2003). To date, 23 semi-structured interviews were carried out with former ITS 
graduates (6 mechatronic Veneto; 3 sustainable logistics Emilia-Romagna; 3 tourism Lombardy 
from the Veneto ITS Academy), professional teachers (1 mechatronic Veneto; 1 sustainable 
logistics Emilia-Romagna; 1 tourism Lombardy) and company tutors (4 mechatronic Veneto; 
2 sustainable logistics Emilia-Romagna; 2 tourism Lombardy). The interviews took place re-
motely, via the Google Meet platform, entirely transcribed and then subjected to a content anal-
ysis with an illustrative approach (Bryman et al., 2021). 

The study’s findings are not statistically generalizable, given the qualitative and case-
study-based nature of the research. However, transferability to other contexts is a key consid-
eration. While ITS Academies in Italy serve as the focal point of this study, the identified mech-
anisms of boundary crossing – such as the role of transition figures, the alignment of educa-
tional and workplace practices, and the integration of theory and practice – may be relevant to 
similar vocational and dual-learning systems in other countries. 

The next sections present two case studies: an ITS Academy in Lombardy (tourism and 
hospitality) and another in Emilia-Romagna (sustainable mobility and logistics). These cases 
are not intended to be statistically representative but rather serve to illustrate specific configu-
rations of dual learning practices and boundary-crossing dynamics within diverse territorial and 
sectoral contexts. 
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2 The Case of ITS Academy IATH12F

4 
Founded in 2014 in Cernobbio (Lombardy), the ITS Academy IATH (International Acad-

emy of Tourism and Hospitality) offers two-year post-secondary programs designed to prepare 
high school graduates for careers in the hospitality and tourism sector. The curriculum includes 
2,000 total hours, with 400 hours of internships per year, scheduled during the summer months 
to coincide with the peak tourism season. Programs focus on hotel and international restaurant 
management, international tourism and hospitality management, and digital tourism and hospi-
tality management. Students acquire skills in business management, marketing, customer ex-
perience, and innovation. Thanks to strong partnerships with luxury hotels, resorts, and travel 
agencies, 95% of graduates find employment within one year (https://iath.it/), reflecting the 
effectiveness of its industry-integrated approach. 

2.1 Insights from Alumni Interviews 
Interviews with two alumni, Davide and Adelina provided compelling examples of how 

ITS training translates into tangible workplace contributions. Davide, a graduate of the 
2023/2024 cohort, completed a three-month Erasmus-funded internship at a five-star luxury 
complex in Greece. During his time there, he identified a recurring issue: guests frequently 
became disoriented within the large resort. To address this, Davide proposed a personalized 
check-in process that included a guided tour of the resort and a guide to their rooms. This inno-
vation not only improved guest satisfaction but also demonstrated his ability to proactively 
address operational challenges. Davide credited this approach to the simulated role-playing ex-
ercises he participated in during his Hospitality Client Management courses, which emphasized 
personalized service and attention to detail. 

During my first year at IATH, I had the opportunity to intern at a five-star resort in 
Greece. It was my first time applying classroom knowledge in a professional environ-
ment, and I quickly realized the importance of understanding customer expectations at 
an international level. The experience not only reinforced my technical skills but also 
taught me how to navigate intercultural communication, a crucial aspect of working in 
the hospitality sector. (Davide) 

Davide’s case illustrates a rich example of learning transfer and the cultivation of profes-
sional agency within the context of dual learning. His proactive proposal to redesign the check-
in process demonstrates not only the application of technical skills acquired through formal 
instruction (e.g., role-playing in Hospitality Client Management) but also an ability to adapt 
pedagogical content to situated challenges – a key indicator of boundary-crossing competence. 

Moreover, Davide’s account underscores the impact of the curriculum design in shaping 
both practical competencies and professional identity formation. His reference to “understand-
ing customer expectations at an international level” and “intercultural communication” reflects 
a growing awareness of the soft skills and contextual intelligence needed in global hospitality 
settings. These reflections can be read as early signs of identity negotiation—a process in which 
the intern begins to see himself not merely as a student but as a legitimate actor within the 
professional field. The workplace thus becomes a site of transformative learning, where Davide 
learns not just how to perform tasks, but how to become a hospitality professional, navigating 
both technical demands and interpersonal dynamics across cultural boundaries. 

In his second year, Davide undertook a three-month internship at the five stars Hotel in 
Milan, working in the revenue management department. Leveraging the theoretical knowledge 

 
 

4  https://iath.it/ 
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gained during his ITS course on revenue management, he developed an analytical tool to mon-
itor the performance of promotional offers and compare them against competitors. This tool, 
still used by the hotel, helped optimize pricing strategies and strengthen competitive position-
ing. Davide’s initiative earned praise from his manager, who noted his unexpected level of 
preparation and granted him significant autonomy in his work. 

As a result of the theoretical training, I received at ITS, I was able to analyse data on 
hotel rates, bookings and the hotel’s competitive positioning. This allowed me to ac-
tively contribute useful suggestions to optimise business strategies. One of the main 
initiatives I worked on was the creation of an analysis file to monitor the performance 
of offers. I developed a tool to compare our results with those of competing establish-
ments and evaluate upgrades. From what I know, they are still using it. I had some 
spare time and asked my manager if I could try to compare two data sets to see if any 
opportunities emerged. She said, ‘OK, try it!’ and so I set to work. When I showed her 
the result, she was surprised: ‘I didn’t expect you to be so prepared already!’ she said. 
From that moment on, she gave me a lot of freedom in handling the work, allowing 
me to experiment and really contribute to the hotel’s activities (Davide). 

Adelina, another alumna of the 2023/2024 cohort, demonstrated her ability to apply her 
skills creatively across different professional contexts. During her first internship at a five stars 
Hotel in Rapallo, she identified an opportunity to enhance the hotel’s branding by creating an 
internal newspaper. The newspaper, which featured information about the hotel’s services, local 
attractions, and historical insights about Rapallo, became a key communication tool and was 
adopted as an annual publication by the marketing team. Adelina credited her marketing and 
communication training at IATH for equipping her with the tools to conceptualize and execute 
this initiative. 

I was sipping coffee during a break, in front of me I had a beautiful view. At that 
moment, I noticed a gentleman sitting not far away. He looked like something out of 
an old Italian film, he represented perfectly the Italian style. But there was something 
out of place in that perfect scene: he kept his eyes glued to the screen of his phone. It 
was an image that clashed with the magic of the place. I said to myself: ‘No, it can’t 
be! This gentleman should have a newspaper in his hands and leaf through it’. It was 
this scene that gave me the idea to create a hotel newspaper. I wanted to give experi-
ence, just like the one I had imagined for the gentleman sitting at the bar. [...] I created 
a newspaper with all the information on the hotel, the spa, the rooms, the restaurants 
and also on the history of the town where the hotel is located. They liked it so much 
that the chain decided to print it and put it in every room and in the common areas 
(Adelina). 

The following two examples offer valuable insights into how ITS training can foster stu-
dents' ability to navigate between educational and professional settings, facilitating problem-
solving, adaptability, and incremental innovation in the workplace. The experiences of Davide 
and Adelina demonstrate how boundary-crossing dynamics, when supported by a structured 
pedagogical design and meaningful workplace engagement, can result in both creative contri-
butions and professional growth. However, as anecdotal cases, they reflect individual trajecto-
ries rather than statistically generalizable outcomes. Their narratives should therefore be con-
sidered illustrative rather than representative. 

Nevertheless, these accounts are consistent with emerging patterns observed across multi-
ple interviews, particularly with respect to the development of autonomy, the application of 
theoretical knowledge to real-world problems, and the importance of supportive mentorship in 
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shaping students' workplace identities. Conversely, variations between cases, such as differ-
ences in sectoral context, company culture, and tutor involvement, underscore the uneven na-
ture of boundary-crossing opportunities and highlight the necessity for institutional strategies 
that can ensure more equitable and consistent learning experiences across ITS programs. 

3 The Case of ITS Piacenza Sustainable Logistics13F

5 

Founded in 2010, the ITS Academy for Sustainable Mobility and Logistics in Piacenza 
(Emilia-Romagna) addresses challenges of ecological transition and supply chain complexity. 
A key feature is its strong industry integration: over 75% of faculty are active logistics profes-
sionals, and the academy partners with 31 companies and 20 industry stakeholders. The two-
year program totals 2,000 hours, including 800 hours of mandatory internships (June–July) and 
1,100 hours of classroom instruction (October–May), plus 100 hours of group and individual 
projects focused on real-world problem-solving. Students complete 400 hours of hands-on 
training each year, gaining direct experience in logistics, transport, and production firms. In-
ternship quality is ensured through structured monitoring, tutor meetings, post-internship sur-
veys, and continuous feedback from students and companies. 

3.1 Insights from Alumni Interviews 
Filippo’s journey through the ITS Piacenza Sustainable Logistics program offers a com-

pelling example of boundary crossing – navigating between educational settings and profes-
sional environments. Assigned to the Florida facility, he encountered a disorganized warehouse 
and inefficient workflows. Drawing on his ITS training, the student reorganized the warehouse 
layout, introduced systematic inventory management, and optimized material flows, achieving 
record production levels. However, evidence of sustained change remains partial. At the time 
of the interview, some of Filippo’s practices were reportedly still in place, but no formal as-
sessment or follow-up data from the company were available to verify long-term impact. He 
explained: 

When I arrived at the facility in Florida, the warehouse was completely disorganized. 
Over the next few months, I implemented changes that not only streamlined operations 
but also set production records (Filippo). 

Filippo highlighted the value of his ITS education in navigating these challenges 

What I learned at ITS gave me the foundation to understand and address real-world 
logistics challenges. While I wasn’t always the best student in theory, the practical 
training was invaluable for tackling these problems head-on (Filippo). 

Filippo’s reflections underscore the role of ITS training in cultivating not only technical 
competence but also adaptive capacity – the ability to respond flexibly to unfamiliar and com-
plex situations. Rather than following pre-scripted solutions, Filippo had to interpret opera-
tional inefficiencies in a live work setting and design responses with incomplete information 
and under time constraints. This ability to act under uncertainty – what some might describe as 
“learning in action” (Schön, 1987) – is a core feature of boundary-crossing experiences and 
reflects the pedagogical strength of dual learning environments. 

Filippo’s ability to navigate the boundaries between education and work is further illus-
trated by his entrepreneurial journey. After completing the ITS program, he co-founded a start-
up focusing on virtual and augmented reality solutions for logistics and other sectors. While his 

 
 

5  https://www.itslogisticasostenibile.it/home-page-it 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 114 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

current work diverges from traditional logistics roles, the foundational skills and experiences 
he gained during his ITS training remain integral to his professional success. 

The ITS program showed me how to approach problems creatively and work across 
different contexts, skills that I continue to use every day. (Filippo) 

Through hands-on internships and practical training, the program equips students with the 
ability to navigate and integrate knowledge across educational and professional domains, fos-
tering innovation and adaptability in the logistics industry. A professional teacher shared a re-
markable case involving an ITS student who developed a calculation system for optimizing 
pharmaceutical stock in a healthcare facility. Initially launched as a pilot project, it had a sig-
nificant impact on hospital warehouse management. 

One of our graduates developed a calculation system to optimize pharmaceutical in-
ventory, implementing it in a healthcare facility. It started as a pilot project but had a 
remarkable effect on warehouse management. He analyzed data on drug consumption, 
identifying seasonal variations and demand trends. By creating an algorithm to predict 
optimal reorder levels, he successfully reduced both waste and the risk of shortages. 
The system was initially introduced on an experimental basis, and due to its success, 
the company decided to integrate it into regular management processes (Professional 
Teacher). 

Another former student, Marco, shared how his ITS experience provided him with the tools 
to identify inefficiencies in business processes and implement practical solutions. During his 
second internship at a multinational company specializing in furniture, accessories, and home 
décor, he had the opportunity to analyze and improve an outdated logistics planning system that 
relied on an “obsolete” Excel file. Thanks to the skills acquired at ITS, he successfully opti-
mized the process, significantly reducing planning time. 

During my second internship, I realized that many processes that had been done the 
same way for years were actually outdated or highly disorganized. I applied what I 
learned at ITS to improve these processes. Specifically, in the planning department, 
they were using a 20-year-old Excel file for both Italy and international operations. It 
was unbelievable. I completely revolutionized it—what used to take six or seven hours 
to plan a single day was reduced to just an hour and a half thanks to my work. (Marco) 

The most notable aspect of this case is that the former student introduced innovation in a 
highly structured company, where long-standing processes are rarely questioned. His ability to 
challenge existing methods and implement a more efficient system highlights the practical im-
pact of ITS training on workplace problem-solving and innovation. While the cases of Davide, 
Adelina, and Filippo exemplify the potential of dual learning pathways to foster innovation and 
boundary crossing, other accounts from the field present less successful or more constrained 
experiences. In several interviews, students reported limited autonomy, describing internships 
where their role was largely observational or administrative, with few opportunities to apply 
what they had learned in class. For instance, one graduate from the mechatronics sector noted 
that despite receiving strong technical training, his internship involved repetitive manual tasks 
unrelated to his field of study, and no structured mentorship was provided. Another student 
described encountering resistance from senior staff, who were hesitant to implement changes 
proposed by a trainee, regardless of their grounding in ITS-acquired competencies. These ac-
counts underscore the asymmetry in boundary-crossing opportunities, shaped by factors such 
as company culture, the presence (or absence) of committed tutors, and how well educational 
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and professional logic are aligned in practice. While some students succeeded in acting as tran-
sition figures, others remained marginalized within workplace hierarchies, struggling to find 
recognition or space to contribute. These variations, which it was decided not to go into in depth 
in this contribute but may be the subject of future studies, call attention to the need for institu-
tional safeguards—such as clearer learning agreements, tutor training, and structured feedback 
loops—that can ensure a more equitable and pedagogically meaningful integration of work-
place learning across ITS programs. 

4 Conclusion 
This study set out to explore how dual learning pathways in Italy’s ITS Academies mediate 

processes of boundary crossing between educational and workplace contexts (Wals et al., 
2012). Drawing on case studies and qualitative interviews, the findings confirm several core 
propositions in boundary literature – particularly the mechanisms identified by Akkerman and 
Bakker (2011): identification, coordination, reflection, and transformation. These mechanisms 
were observable in students' efforts to align classroom knowledge with workplace challenges, 
reconfigure professional identities, and, in some cases, generate situated innovations. However, 
the study also surfaces critical nuances that both extend and complicate existing theoretical 
models. A central contribution lies in clarifying how boundary tensions—such as role ambigu-
ity, uneven tutor support, or organizational inertia—were not only present but differently man-
aged across cases. In more successful scenarios (e.g., Davide’s integration into revenue man-
agement; Adelina’s creative rebranding project), tensions were navigated through the presence 
of reflective company tutors, open channels of communication, and organizational cultures that 
were receptive to learner input. In contrast, some students faced structural limitations, including 
lack of recognition, exclusion from decision-making, or rigid hierarchies that reduced their con-
tributions to routine tasks. These cases highlight that boundary crossing does not automatically 
yield transformation; rather, it depends on enabling conditions that support dialogic engage-
ment and mutual learning. 

Theories of situated learning frequently support efforts to make VET programs more work-
place-oriented, potentially leading to a blurring of boundaries  However, the distinct epistemic 
nature of educational and workplace settings should not be entirely dissolved (Berner, 2010), 
as these environments contribute complementary learning opportunities (Aarkrog, 2005; 
Poortman, 2007; Schaap, Baartman, & de Bruijn, 2012). 

This suggests that boundaries will always persist, regardless of how educational and pro-
fessional practices are structured. As Wenger (1998) argues, boundaries define and hold to-
gether different practices. While boundaries may sometimes create obstacles, they also present 
valuable learning opportunities, particularly due to the challenges they introduce. 

Consequently, boundary crossing remains a fundamental concept in VET, regardless of its 
evolving structure. Even in hybrid learning environments, where academic and workplace 
learning are integrated, boundaries continue to serve essential functions, requiring ongoing en-
gagement in boundary-crossing activities (Zitter et al., 2016). 

The initial findings of this study point in the direction of the idea that ITS Academies rep-
resent a crucial mechanism for aligning education with labour market demands, creating a 
workforce that is not only job-ready but also capable of contributing to industry transformation. 
However, further research is needed to explore collaborations between ITS and industry. 
Strengthening policies that foster social and institutional recognition of ITS pathways will be 
essential to ensure that higher technology education is on an equal footing with traditional ac-
ademic pathways, ensuring a more inclusive and dynamic labour market. 
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Abstract 
Context: Guidance professionals need updated competencies to support individuals in uncertain 
societies and labour markets, particularly concerning digital integration and equity promotion. 
These competencies lack clear definition and validation, hindering professional practice. This 
paper presents OrientaDig, a Spanish national project (2024-2027) that addresses this gap. 
Approach: This ongoing project employs a participatory, mixed-methods approach. Qualitative 
data is being collected from literature reviews, focus groups with professionals, and co-design 
workshops, and will be complemented by quantitative data. 
Results: Two competence frameworks will be co-developed: one general framework for guid-
ance professionals and one specifically focused on digital competencies. Furthermore, a self-
reflection tool based on the latter framework will be developed and validated using a quantita-
tive approach and data from a large sample of professionals. These outputs will define the nec-
essary knowledge, skills, and attitudes for effective guidance practice, including specific com-
ponents for diverse professional contexts. 
Conclusions: The project aims to structure guidance professionals' competences and provide 
resources for professional development, training and potentially certification. This will contrib-
ute to better support and professional practice, contributing to improve individuals lives. 

Keywords 
competence framework, self-reflection tool, digital transformation, participatory research 

1 Introduction and objectives 
In a context of uncertainty, where individuals need to be empowered to manage their own career 
paths, the lifelong guidance approach—endorsed by organisations such as the CEDEFOP et al. 
(2021), the European Commission (2008), International Labour Organisation (2005), and the 
OECD (2004)—is important in addressing a "liquid" society in constant transition (Bauman, 
2013). This approach redefines career guidance, shifting the focus towards developing compe-
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tences in decision-making, resilience, and social justice, conceptualising guidance as a collab-
orative learning process (Romero-Rodríguez & Moreno-Morilla, 2022) that fosters career man-
agement skills and promotes sustainability. 
The integration of ICT in guidance systems is an emerging trend, with ICT utilised as a tool, 
an alternative, or an agent of change, as identified by Watts (2010) and, Hooley and Stauton 
(2020). This project aligns with the latter perspective, following scholars like Bakke & Hooley 
(2022), who critically examine the pedagogical use of ICT. Studies by Kettunen et al. (2013, 
2015) highlight that technologies are not neutral tools, and their use must be contextualised to 
avoid widening social disparities and, instead, to promote equity. To address these challenges, 
guidance professionals must acquire competences that respond to socio-labour changes and the 
integration of ICT, as indicated by Kadletz et al.’s report for the International Labour Organi-
sation & the European Training Foundation (2021). They must be prepared to support diverse 
groups (migrants, individuals at social risk, etc.), work with sustainability ("green guidance"), 
incorporate a social justice perspective, and use qualitative diagnostic tools. However, a gap 
persists in defining and validating the specific competences guidance professionals need to 
thrive in this changing environment, especially concerning ICT integration and equity promo-
tion. To address this gap, the OrientaDig project, an ongoing Spanish national research initiative 
(2024-2027) was launched. This paper presents the conceptual framework, methodological ap-
proach and steps of the project. 

The OrientaDig research project is guided by the following main research question:  What 
competences are essential for guidance professionals to effectively support individuals in man-
aging and developing their life and career paths within a context of uncertainty and digital in-
tegration, while promoting equity and social justice? To answer this general question, this re-
search project is structured around the following specific research objectives: 

 
1) To develop a competent framework for guidance professionals (OrientaComp) that reflects 

the demands of contemporary societies. 
2) Develop a digital competence framework for guidance professionals (DigCompOrienta) 

that outlines the necessary digital competences for effective technology integration in guid-
ance practice. 

3) Create and validate a self-reflection tool on digital competence for guidance professionals 
(SELFIE4Counselors) to enable self-assessment and professional development planning. 

4) Conduct a needs assessment on digital competence training for guidance professionals in 
Spain, informing targeted policies and professional development initiatives. 

2 Methods 
The OrientaDig Project adopts a Participatory Research (PR) framework (Vaughn & Jacquez, 
2020), recognizing the importance of actively involving guidance professionals in achieving 
the research objectives. Specifically, the project builds on elements of practitioner inquiry, 
which is particularly suited for reflecting on and transforming professional practices within 
their own context and for guaranteeing social validity (Cochran-Smith & Lyte, 2015). 

Within this framework, a mixed methods approach (Creswell, 2014; Ivankova & Plano 
Clark, 2018; Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016) has been selected. Specifically, a sequential mixed 
design will be employed, beginning with a qualitative phase followed by a quantitative phase. 
To ensure a collaborative research process, four groups will be formed: two practitioner groups 
and two supporting groups. 

In the qualitative phase (QUAL component), the first step involves a systematic literature 
review to establish an initial understanding of existing research and frameworks related to guid-
ance competencies, particularly in the digital realm. This review will be complemented by in-
formation from a purposive sample of 80 professionals, with representation from all Spanish 
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regions (to reflect the diversity of socioeconomic contexts), and from different professional 
contexts. The combined insights from literature review and the professionals will be used to 
identify the competences of guidance professionals. Following this inital phase, we will estab-
lish two practitioner groups and two steering groups to refine the interpretation of the initial 
data and transform it into operational frameworks. 

The first practitioner group, the “OR” practitioners' group, will consist of 20 guidance pro-
fessionals selected from the previous sample and will focus on the construction and refinement 
of the OrientaComp framework. The second practitioner group, the “OR-Dig” practitioners 
group, will include the 20 “OR” practitioners and approximately 10 experts and professionals 
specializing in digital competence development. This group will provide insights into the digital 
competences' needs by the guidance professionals and will work on the  DigComp Orienta 
framework and the SELFIE4Counselors self-reflection tool. 

Two steering groups will also be established. The “OR” steering group will comprise po-
litical representatives, relevant organizations, and associations in the field of guidance (e.g., 
COPOE, IAEVG, E2O, among others). The “OR-DIG” steering group will include members 
of the “OR” working group and representatives from organizations focused on digital compe-
tence development (e.g., Somos F5, All Digital, Guadalinfo, etc.). The contributions of the 
steering groups will encompass strategic guidance, facilitating access to relevant professional 
networks, analysing scenarios for the application of the developed competence frameworks, 
and disseminating research findings. Members of the research team will be incorporated into 
both the practitioner and supporting groups 

For the quantitative component (Quant Component), data to validate the quality of the self-
reflection tool items will be collected from a minimum of 450 guidance professionals. This 
sample will be stratified by main contexts of professional practice, ensuring at least 100 re-
sponses per context. Support from associations involved in the project will be leveraged to 
secure an adequate number of responses. 

2.1 Data Collection 
In the QUAL Component, various information-gathering procedures will be employed. The 
process will begin with desk research to conduct a macro-contextual qualitative analysis using 
major scientific databases (ERIC, Scopus, Web of Science, among others) and reports from 
international organisations (grey literature). Subsequently, to identify the competences required 
by guidance professionals in the digital society, approximately ten focus groups will be con-
ducted, segmented by each identified context of practice and involving eight professionals in 
each group (n=80). The sample of the focus groups will be selected to ensure inclusion of mem-
bers from all Spanish regions (autonomous communities), as well as Ceuta and Melilla, and 
will be divided by specific contexts: educational, work-related, and socio-community. Partici-
pants will be selected using project network and open calls. These focus groups will follow the 
DACUM method, a methodology for discussion and consensus to identify the duties, tasks, 
skills, and knowledge required for successful performance in a specific job or occupation (Nor-
ton, 1997). 

The Quant Component focuses on the creation, validation, and utilisation of a self-reflec-
tion tool on the digital competence of guidance professionals (SELFIE4COUNSELORS). The 
purpose of the tool will be theoretically defined within the DigCompOrienta framework, allow-
ing us to proceed directly to item design. To ensure comprehensiveness, the tool will capture 
items covering knowledge, skills, and attitudes, with some items being common and others 
specific to the professional context of the guidance counsellor using it. A unique feature, com-
pared to similar tools, is the inclusion of open-text questions. The proposal (initial design and 
item selection) will be developed collaboratively with the “OR-DIG” practitioners’ group 
through expert judgement. 
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2.2 Data analysis 
The analysis of qualitative data will be conducted from a dual perspective. On the one hand, 
thematic analysis will be performed using NVivo software.  This will allow for a first catego-
rization and identification of (general and digital) competences. On the other hand, co-analysis 
sessions will be integrated into the process. These sessions, conducted with the practitioners 
and steering groups, are active co-analysis workshops, going beyond mere consultation. They 
will be integrated at different stages of the research process in an iterative way and are con-
ceived to utilize data from focus groups to refine the frameworks´ core components (areas, 
competences, etc.), as well as the initial version of the self-reflection tool items and scales. 
Participants will actively engage in validating competence groupings within areas, refining 
competence formulations, identifying any missing elements, and specifying components rele-
vant to diverse professional contexts. This collaborative process aims to ensure both validity 
and practical relevance triangulating and integrating different stakeholders' perspectives. 

Quantitative analysis, conducted in two stages, will provide a complementary perspective 
and further contribute to data triangulation. The first stage will assess the psychometric prop-
erties of the self-reflection tool to validate its structure and guarantee its validity and reliability 
from a quantitative point of view. The second stage will involve analyzing data collected from 
a diagnostic perspective. This analysis will employ measures of central tendency and disper-
sion, Student's t-tests, analysis of variance (ANOVA), multivariate contrasts, and other relevant 
statistical analyses to identify which digital competences are most and least present within the 
sample. 

3 Expected Results and Impact 
This project will generate three main outcomes: a) A competence framework for guidance 

professionals, b) a specific competence framework focused on digital competences for these 
professionals, and 3) a self-reflection tool based on the digital competence framework. The two 
competence frameworks (general and digital) follow the same logic, although they differ in 
scope. They will encompass the knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for effective practice. 
They will be designed to be modular, incorporating both common components applicable across 
various guidance contexts and specialized components tailored to specific areas of practice 
(e.g., career guidance, educational guidance, and the socio-community sphere). This modular 
structure will allow for flexibility in application, enabling institutions and individual profes-
sionals to adapt and utilize the frameworks in diverse settings and for various purposes. The 
frameworks will clearly define the importance of the competences in each context always em-
phasizing the promotion of equity and social justice. Moreover, they will make a first approxi-
mation to the definition of competence levels, providing a progressive pathway for professional 
growth and development within the guidance field. 

The development and validation of the two competence frameworks, while rooted in the 
Spanish context, directly address a common challenge in many countries: the absence of a con-
sistently defined professional role for guidance practitioners and the lack of a shared, standard-
ized set of required (digital) competences within the field. Consequently, the project's impact 
is anticipated to extend beyond the Spanish national context. The "products" will be open and 
shared with different countries through networks, so that these countries can adapt them to their 
local needs and context. 

These frameworks can represent an initial step towards providing structure for self-reflec-
tion, training program design, and offer a foundation upon which diverse national certification 
systems could be built. Moreover, to maximize their impact, the publications detailing these 
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frameworks will be released under an open license. This decision allows any interested organ-
ization to freely use, translate, adapt, and contextualize these resources to meet their specific 
needs and professional realities. 

The self-reflection tool on digital competence for guidance professionals will be a resource 
designed to empower individual practitioners in assessing and developing their digital skills. 
Mirroring the modularity and flexibility of the competence frameworks, the tool will allow 
users to focus on specific areas of digital competence relevant to their context of practice. This 
online tool will primarily focus on the individual level. Upon completion of the self-assessment, 
the tool will generate a report highlighting individual strengths and weaknesses in digital com-
petence for the professional practice. The self-assessment process and the report generated will 
serve several purposes. First, the use of the tool can facilitate reflection on individual profes-
sional use of technology in practice. Second, it can provide information about areas needing 
development. Third, the report can serve as a basis for creating professional development and 
career advancement plans.  Fourth, the tool will classify and recommend examples of goo prac-
tices identified in previous project phases. Moreover, while individual data while remain con-
fidential, aggregated (although non-representative) data collected through the tool can provide 
insights into the general state of digital competence among guidance professionals. This tool 
will be also freely accessible and open, enabling its use by anyone interested. At the same time 
its open nature allows for future adaptations, contextualisations, and updates by the broader 
community. Ultimately, all the phases of the project together aim to improve the effectiveness 
of guidance in a rapidly evolving world. Therefore, the project will contribute to enhancing life 
and career decision-making for individuals, fostering positive outcomes for economies, pro-
ductive sectors, and individual well-being 
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Abstract 
Context: The Hong Kong government aims at promoting the development of the cultural and 
creative industry. The dynamic cultural and creative industries need talents in art and technol-
ogy to meet the rapid technological changes and multimodal immersive consumer experience. 
Potential creative industry employees should have access to latest industry development 
through work integrated learning experiences. Educational institutes offering vocational edu-
cation are keen to engage industry partners to improve their quality of education. However, 
recruiting and retaining industry partners can be challenging due to the time commitment and 
manpower resources. 
Approach: A qualitative study was conducted by interviewing four staff at a local university 
who participated in recruitment and day-to-day management of industry partnership in the 
CLAP-TECH Education Pathway. The purpose was to examine their strategies and processes 
in recruiting and nurturing industry partnerships. The CLAP-TECH Education Pathway re-
cruited over 35 industry partners as of February 2025 to provide work integrated learning op-
portunities to over 1,300 high school students taking the Applied Learning courses titled “Tech 
Basics” and “Multimedia Storytelling”. 
Findings: The institute staff employed their professional as well as personal networks, univer-
sity’s alumni networks, and current industry partner’s professional networks to recruit industry 
partners. The process involves approaching strategic industry practitioners, targeted pitching, 
personal touch, and tight follow-ups. Systematic and regular program communication can 
strengthen partnership relations. Staff encounter challenges such as personnel turnover, change 
in industry capacity or management decisions, scheduling difficulties, and low mentee enthu-
siasm. 
Conclusions: The paper concludes with recommendations for educational institutions in recruit-
ing and retaining industry partners. These include developing formal communication channels, 
strengthening industry partnership network, strategic partnership recruitment, and raising the 
visibility of students’ achievements. 

Keywords 
youth employment, information technology, creative media, work-integrated learning 
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1 Introduction 
There is a growing body of studies investigating school-industry partnership in vocational 

education. Studies indicate that schools are keen to participate in industry-school partnership to 
improve their quality of education. However, engaging industry to partner with schools can be 
a challenge. Large gaps between school and enterprise enthusiasm to engage in work-integrated 
learning has constrained the development of quality vocational education (Pan et al., 2016). 
This challenge is shared by vocational education sectors in many regions, ranging from Europe 
and Australia to mainland China (Flynn et al., 2016; Leney & Green, 2005; Pan et al., 2016). 

There are many barriers and constraints for employers’ participation in work-integrated 
learning partnerships. Issues with financial constraints of companies, and costs related to host-
ing students, apprentices, and trainees were challenges employers encountered. Another barrier 
to participation involved the lack of time or interest from employers. Employers could not al-
ways afford to invest the time or were not interested in supervising and guiding students. Lim-
ited information about work-integrated learning, and inconsistent understanding about work-
integrated learning programs was a barrier for employers (Atkinson et al., 2015). These barriers 
would result in varying employer understandings about the aims, roles, and expected outcomes 
for all parties involved. Differing expectations on outcomes and benefits also posed a challenge. 
Education institutions involved were not always flexible or responsive in accommodating em-
ployers’ needs and the requirements of their respective business cycles. This would make part-
nership and participation in work-integrated learning challenging for employers as participation 
could conflict with the function of their company (Atkinson et al., 2015). 

Atkinson (2016) discusses how complex education systems and limited information on 
opportunities and processes constrained employer participation in Australia. Employers were 
confused about the processes and whom they should be contacting at educational institutions. 
Curricula and technology being outdated made for poor incentives for participation from em-
ployer perspectives. The lack of potential students and not having enough time or resources to 
participate were major barriers for employers. 

Other studies identified challenges of industry school collaboration such as lack of appro-
priate contact with industry (Galan-Muros & Plewa, 2016), insufficient workplace mentors 
(Mikkonen et al., 2017), lack of communication between industry and schools for curriculum 
development (Anderson & Sanga, 2019), differing partnership goals and objectives (Abdullah, 
2013), and the need to develop mutual trust and commitment from both parties (Plewa et al., 
2013). 

While much has been learned about the nature of school-industries partnerships from a 
growing body of literature and research abroad, industry perspectives on school-industry part-
nerships in Hong Kong is a subject that remains under investigated and ripe for study. 

To better understand industry perspectives in partnership with educational institutes, a 
qualitative study was conducted among four staff of a vocationally oriented education program 
who were responsible for recruiting and maintaining industry relationships. The objective was 
to examine the perceived challenges faced in recruiting and maintaining employer engagement 
and their proposed solutions. 

The education program examined, known as CLAP-TECH Education Pathway, was 
launched in 2019 to provide young people with an alternative educational pathway to enter 
high-demand industries in Hong Kong. At present, Hong Kong features a vocational education 
system that has shifted towards post-secondary education, due to changing market conditions 
and deindustrialization; vocational education opportunities at the secondary level have dwin-
dled (Leung & Tse, 2018). CLAP-TECH is a new attempt to introduce vocational education 
opportunities and diverse education pathways beginning at the secondary school level. Mod-
elled after the widely replicated Pathways in Technology Early College Highschool (P-TECH) 
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model developed by IBM in the United States, it also draws on the vocational education expe-
rience of The Hong Kong Jockey Club’s locally developed program CLAP@JC (Career and 
Life Adventure Planning). The program is rooted in a tripartite partnership between industry, 
higher education (i.e. Hong Kong Baptist University), and secondary schools. It is a five-year 
program that offers two applied learning courses for three years in high school, followed by 
two corresponding two-year higher diploma programs at a higher education institute. This aims 
to prepare young people for jobs in future-oriented industries that are highly skilled but do not 
necessarily require a four-year degree (Litow & Kelley, 2021). The tripartite partnership was 
not legally-binding, and the two applied learning courses were approved and supported by the 
Education Bureau. The initiative received generous funding from The Jockey Club Charities 
Trust. 

The CLAP-TECH Pathway offers two areas of study, namely information technology (IT) 
and creative media. As of February 2025, it had recruited over 35 industry partners to provide 
learning opportunities to over 1,300 high school students. These included students in five high 
schools offering the “Tech Basics” Applied Learning course and ten offering “Multimedia Sto-
rytelling”. The industry partnership program was managed by the CLAP-TECH Centre of the 
Hong Kong Baptist University. The office has 12 full-time staff. 

The onboarding process included the signing of a memorandum of understanding (MOU) 
specifying areas that the company offered to contribute, including curriculum support, work-
place exposure activities, career mentorship, internship, or first-in-line interviews for job appli-
cants. Some industry partners served on the Program Management Committee, Expert Com-
mittee, and Steering Committee to provide support in program oversight and leadership, in-
sights into the latest industry trends, and curriculum development. 

Throughout the year, there were activities such as committee meetings, train-the-trainer 
sessions for schoolteachers and institution lecturers, mentorship sessions, company visits, and 
internship placement. After setting up the schedules for the student activities, the CLAP-TECH 
Centre colleagues invited the industry partners to sign up. Industry partners exhibited varied 
levels of commitment to the program. Industry partners gained media publicity as their logos 
were displayed on the CLAP-TECH Education Pathway website, event venues, and regular e-
newsletters. 

The research questions are: 
1. What strategies help to recruit companies to serve as industry partners? 
2. What strategies help to maintain a good relationship with industry partners to make the 

program sustainable? 
 

This study contributes to the literature on work-integrated learning by adding to the limited 
body of research on enterprise perspectives, utilizing observations from staff who work with 
industry on a regular basis. The findings will inform educational institutes on how to recruit 
industry partners strategically and maintain industry commitment to the program over a long 
period of time. Retaining good industry partnership relationships can also yield the benefits of 
partnership referral, further enhancing resources for the development of the program. As a dy-
namic city with a liberal economics system revolving around high end services industries, Hong 
Kong provides a good example for industry engagement in work-integrated learning practices 
in many developed regions. Furthermore, due to the general nature of the findings, which pri-
marily pertain to day-to-day relationship management, the findings are transferable to many 
other regions, despite variations in partnership models. 

2 Research Method 
Based on the study context and research objectives outlined above, a qualitative interview 

methodology was adopted. This study interviewed a total of four program staff with experience 
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in recruiting and/or managing relationships with industry partners. Potential industry partners 
refer to those who were invited by the CLAP-TECH Centre to be industry partners and who 
had not committed at the date of the interview. 

To collect and reflect on this experience, the study interviewed four industry relationship 
program staff who have played significant roles in the recruitment and partner management 
processes. Two of the interviewed staff were involved in both recruitment and everyday man-
agement of industry partnership relationships, while two primarily participated in the recruit-
ment of industry partners. Program staff were interviewed about their recruitment and partner-
ship management experience, including their work content, the feedback they had received 
from industry partners, and good practices or problems in the partnership process. 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee of Hong Kong Baptist 
University before data collection. Interviews were conducted either in person or online between 
March and July 2023 as well as in September 2024. Interviewees were given a choice between 
conducting the interviews in English or Cantonese. Interviews ranged from 35 to 67 minutes. 
All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for accuracy. The transcripts were then 
coded for themes by repeated thorough reading. Codes of similar nature and meaning were 
group into themes. Selected quotes from interviews were translated into English by the authors 
to illustrate the themes. 

3 Findings 

3.1 Industry Partnership Recruitment Channels 
Regarding industry partner recruitment, staff shared their experience of the channels 

through which new partners could be recruited, the work involved in recruitment, factors that 
influenced recruitment success, and problems that they encountered in the recruitment process. 

The work of developing an industry partnership program begins with the recruitment of 
industry partners. Potential industry partners are reached through a variety of channels. In the 
case of CLAP-TECH Pathway, the networks of key partners IBM, The Hong Kong Jockey Club 
Charities Trust (the funder), and Hong Kong Baptist University played a central role. The pro-
fessional and personal contacts of program staff and the networks of existing industry partners 
were important avenues for reaching new potential partners. Staff identified strategic industry 
practitioners and approached them. After contacting potential partners, recruitment work con-
sisted primarily of informally and formally introducing partners to the program, ensuring reg-
ular follow-up, and projecting future need for industry support to plan further recruitment. Staff 
noted that identifying the priorities of potential partners, maintaining a personal touch, and en-
suring a clear division of labour to maintain follow-up were important during the recruitment 
process. 

For the early recruitment of IT industry partners, the networks of IBM and The Hong Kong 
Jockey Club Charities Trust played a key role. IBM and The Hong Kong Jockey Club have 
experience running P-TECH and CLAP@JC, respectively. Both have extensive industry net-
works. The active involvement of these founding partners in the early stages of the program’s 
establishment brought several recognizable industry names to the program. The recognizability 
of early industry partners later played a role in encouraging others to join. 

Partner recruitment for the Creative Media program relied primarily on the professional 
and personal networks of program staff and the alumni networks of the Hong Kong Baptist 
University School of Communication. One staff member who played a key role in recruitment 
for the Creative Media track cited former students, personal friends, and university networks as 
primary recruitment channels. Alumni and long-term collaborators with the university were an 
important source of potential partners. 
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Some were maybe the university’s long-term contacts—contacts we have long had 
collaboration with. Of course, we also ask them, are there any peer companies or or-
ganizations you are familiar with that might be interested. They give me those contacts 
and I then reach out. (Person A, teaching staff) 

As the program matured, staff personal contacts and contacts of existing industry partners 
were noted as increasingly important for recruitment. Program staff noted that several newer 
IT track partners had also been recruited from among their personal friends and professional 
contacts. A few existing industry partners played a role by introducing their own industry con-
tacts. Staff reported that they identified strategic industry practitioners and approached them. 

I’ll attended the talks delivered by the potential partners and self-introduced. Then I 
shall follow-up with an email to see if they would like to learn more. (Person D, teach-
ing staff) 

3.2 Recruitment Process 
After identifying and reaching out to new potential partners, the recruitment work of pro-

gram staff consists of pitching the program, following up, and forecasting future need for addi-
tional industry partners. Staff noted that over the course of this recruitment work, it was im-
portant to identify potential partners’ priorities, maintain a personal touch, and ensure clear 
allocation of responsibility within the staff team for follow-up. 

Staff noted that the key for successfully getting industry partners on board is to identify 
company leaders who are passionate about youth development, for example, they attend youth-
related events. Staff noted that many partners were first introduced to the program informally. 
With personal contacts, existing trust played an important role in facilitating recruitment. Staff 
tended to first approach them about the program in a more casual manner. Informal discussions 
were then followed by a formal pitch and regular follow-up. 

The reason I know them is because of events passionate about youth. They attended 
the course with me, or they were the speaker at the workshop. So, I saw that they 
seemed to be interested in this kind of thing, and I invited them. (Person C, program 
staff) 

Staff noted that it was important to identify the needs and priorities of the potential partner 
enterprise and to pitch the program in accordance with these needs. For example, they noted 
that large companies were more likely to be interested in corporate social responsibility and 
company image than smaller companies. The large scale and long-term stability of the program 
were also likely to appeal to large companies. The foremost interest of smaller companies, on 
the other hand, was more likely to be attracting talent. However, as one staff stressed, “it de-
pends on the initial conversation, what I perceive their point of departure to be.” (Person A, 
teaching staff) Recruiters must pay attention to enterprise priorities during their conversations 
with potential partners. 

Secondly, staff who had participated in recruitment noted that a personal touch was im-
portant during the recruitment process. When asked what factors affected the likelihood of a 
company agreeing to join the program, one staff member pointed to the personal relationship 
with the industry partner. Another pointed to the importance of face-to-face contact. 

When we first contact an industry partner, whether they are large, medium, or small, 
[we need to] show sincerity and respect. The other party is often a decision-maker, so 
most of the time when we first meet or discuss, I attend. (Person A, teaching staff) 
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Thirdly, staff both stressed the importance of follow-up and identified gaps in follow-up as 
a problem that had affected partner recruitment thus far. One staff stressed “consistent conver-
sation” after initial contact has been made. It was also noted by staff that handover of respon-
sibility between different staff for follow-up with industry partners had in some cases been a 
problem. 

Staff reported that potential partners were interested in knowing who the current industry 
partners were. If they could find companies that they knew or were familiar with, they had more 
confidence in the program. 

3.3 Practices and Challenges in Partnership Management 
Staff were asked to share factors they felt were important for good partnership management 

and challenges in the current partnership management process. The factor most stressed by staff 
was the importance of regular communication and personal relationship building with industry 
partners. However, staff reported that relationship building and regularity of communication 
with partners were insufficient. 

Staff mentioned a series of challenges in managing the current partnership relationship. 
These included the large number of partners, making it difficult to provide sufficient involve-
ment opportunities or maintain sufficient communication with each partner. Another significant 
difficulty was personnel turnover among industry partner staff, including at the management 
level and among industry mentors. To address these problems, staff discussed systematizing 
internal management and more systematic formal communication with partners. 

3.4 Relationship Building, Regular Communication, and Involvement 
The importance of relationship building and regular communication with industry partners 

was mentioned by all interviewed staff. As one staff commented, it is critical to ensure the 
“conversation keep[s] going.” As another described it, staff must “spend time to communicate 
with them [industry partners], to build that bonding.” This staff member also stressed the need 
for a personal touch in the communication and for filling in the gaps where there is not yet 
formal information available through informal communication. 

You can’t have one discussion and then let go and not follow-up. That is, I’m thinking 
of consistent conversation, updating industry partners every so often, how we’ve de-
veloped, what we might be planning in the next two months. It’s actually a very short 
message, to let industry partners know you’re doing something, I’m involved in this 
event, so they’ll know you’re still around. (Person A, teaching staff) 

Furthermore, one staff member explained why personal connections with mentors as well 
as industry senior managers were valuable. As mentors serve as the critical day-to-day bridge 
between industry and education in the partnership, more personal understanding of mentors 
helps program staff to make appropriate work arrangements. 

Luckily, I had previously joined some of the mentorship program meet-ups and had 
met the mentors. […] They are real people, so I feel… [you must have a] personal 
touch. For me, if I have met them then immediately it will pop up who I feel is suitable 
for which event or what position, because I can feel what that person is like. (Person 
B, program staff) 
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While agreeing on the importance of communication and personal relationship building, 
staff also noted that there were currently some shortcomings in this respect. Staff were con-
cerned about the insufficient level of communication, given that they recognized the importance 
of continuity and regularity in relationship-building. 

Right now, we are not quite able to achieve this. The second point is we need to have 
regular communication with them, but this really takes a lot of time, because it’s all 
personal touch, meaning if you pause for maybe half a year and don’t have contact, 
it’s really very difficult to restart. (Person B, program staff) 

Industry partners expected that they would be invited for some events, annual gather-
ings, or an opportunity to see students’ work at least once a year. (Person D, teaching 
staff) 

The communication problem is dual edged, with insufficient contact meaning both that 
industry partners receive too little information from program staff, and that program staff re-
ceive limited information on industry partners’ needs and situation. One staff member noted, 
for example, that insufficient regular communication sometimes left them unclear why partners 
failed to respond or to participate in certain events. 

A lot of companies haven’t told us [what the challenges are]. As in, how can we 
achieve what they want to achieve? They have joined, but I imagine they have some 
goals in joining. […] There are some things they would like to see [achieved], but what 
those things are, they haven’t told us. (Person C, program staff) 

It was noted that part of the reason for this insufficiency was that there are currently many 
industry partners collaborating with the program and staff capacity is stretched. In the pro-
gram’s initial stages, day-to-day contact with industry partners relied heavily on informal per-
sonal communication, or “picking up the phone.” However, with the growing number of indus-
try partners involved in the program, it is increasingly hard to maintain sufficient communica-
tion through personalized, informal means. Many partners lead to partnership activities being 
distributed across many different partners, with limited frequency of participation from each 
individual partner. Meanwhile, staff members do not have sufficient time to maintain regular 
personal communication with all partners, as this is a particularly time-consuming activity. 

The number of industry partners is quite high, so I feel that we have done a lot of 
things, but each company’s exposure is limited. They feel like there’s little going on, 
but we are doing a lot. (Person B, program staff) 

I’ll make sure I go to those events that will meet up with industry partners. I’ll spend 
time communicating with them to build the bonding. (Person C, program staff) 

We need more mingling opportunities with industry partners. Face to face interaction 
with them can spark new ideas of co-curricular activities. (Person D, teaching staff) 

In addition to difficulties maintaining strong relationships and sufficiently regular commu-
nication with the growing size of the program, staff also repeated the observation also made by 
some industry partners that industry partners sometimes had insufficient opportunities for in-
volvement. The growing size of the program has made relationship building and strong involve-
ment more difficult, with partnership activities spread out across many more partners and staff 
sometimes unable to involve all of them. 
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3.5 Staff Turnover 
Another challenge that hinders the partnership relationship is turnover among industry part-

ner personnel. Turnover among industry mentors has created difficulties for industry partner 
senior management in recruiting new mentors. In addition, it has created logistical difficulties 
and additional orientation, and training demands for program staff. Turnover among industry 
partner senior management is an even greater challenge. This may occur either because of staff 
departure or because of shifts in work responsibilities. Handover concerning the program from 
one senior management contact point to their replacement often does not take place, and pro-
gram staff sometimes must re-establish contact and rebuild relationships when such changes 
take place. One staff member mentioned a case in which the program’s point of contact at one 
partner company changed three to four times. Another described the difficulties of rebuilding 
the partnership relationship after such a changeover. 

That new colleague may not even know about CLAP-TECH, only the working level 
staff under them know a bit, but they are not in charge. (Person B, program staff) 

In such cases, program staff must reintroduce the program to the new person in charge and 
build new relationships with them. It was noted that turnover among program staff could also 
create problems of continuity in relationship building, but to a more minor extent. In addition, 
staff mentioned changes in industry partner capacity, scheduling difficulties, and low mentee 
enthusiasm as additional challenges in partnership management. The former might be due to 
external shocks like COVID-19, leading to sudden changes in partners’ capacity to participate. 
The difficulty of scheduling events to accommodate multiple parties and problems of low 
mentee enthusiasm also posed challenges for the partnership relationship. 

3.6 Recommended Solutions 
In response to these challenges and as ways to improve partnership management, staff 

members emphasized the need to systematize internal management and create more systematic 
communication mechanisms with partners. Staff proposed that a newsletter updating industry 
partners about CLAP-TECH progress and milestones would be desirable. 

Concerning internal management, staff mentioned the need for clear division of responsi-
bility, standardized processes, and more systematic internal progress tracking. Staff also com-
mented that such internal systematization was becoming increasingly necessary with the grow-
ing number of partners. Related to this systematization was the need for more systematic mech-
anisms for communicating the program’s work to partners. 

Our team first has to have an internal process, […] one that is set… Mainly, a platform 
would be good, or it could be sharable material. Because we have more and more 
industry partners, we can’t just make phone calls, contacting people individually, like 
we did early on. That model won’t work anymore. It’s necessary to evolve. (Person C, 
program staff) 

Maybe the system can generate some good-looking infographics that are ready for 
people to view, so that we don’t have to spend extra time processing the statistics and 
producing new communication materials. If possible, see if we can have some student 
feedback, a quote or two, because after each event we have a post-event survey. […] 
If we can do this, then with each industry partner’s participation, we can let all twenty 
plus companies see what we have done. (Person B, program staff) 
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With the growing scope of the program and the limited capacity of staff, systematization 
of partnership management can help to relieve the burden on staff. Some of the tasks of part-
nership management can be shifted from informal modes to more systematic, formal commu-
nication. 

4 Conclusion 
The recruitment of industry partners for the CLAP-TECH Pathway program leverages key 

partner networks, personal contacts, and existing industry partners. Initial recruitment, espe-
cially for IT partners, benefited from the networks of IBM and The Hong Kong Jockey Club 
Charities Trust. As the program matured, Hong Kong Baptist University School of Communi-
cation’s alumni networks and personal contacts became crucial for the Creative Media partners. 
Successful recruitment involves informal and formal introductions, regular follow-up, and stra-
tegic pitching. Key factors include understanding partners' priorities, maintaining a personal 
touch, and clear division of labour for follow-up. With more partners on board and occasional 
staff turnover, maintaining communication and building relationship becomes a challenge. To 
address these challenges, staff recommend systematizing internal management and communi-
cation. This includes clear responsibilities, standardized processes, and platforms for sharing 
updates. By moving from informal to more formal communication methods, the program can 
better manage its expanding network and ensure sustained engagement. 
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nataliia.e.dolgova@gmail.com, Europa-Universität Flensburg 

Abstract  

Context: In an era of rapidly evolving technology, the need for prompt and high-quality training 
for TVET engineering educators has become acute. Providing quality education regardless of 
professional, geographical or institutional needs is a key challenge in the preparation of TVET 
engineering educators. While online learning is inherently flexible, the factors that influence 
the effectiveness, accessibility and adaptability of education remain unexplored. This article 
presents the findings of a study examining how course structure, instructional design, and align-
ment with learner needs can enhance the inclusiveness, adaptability, and professional relevance 
of online learning. 
Approach: This study applied an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design, incorporating 
standardized in-person open-ended in-depth interviews with TVET engineering educator train-
ers (N=11) and a survey of TVET engineering educators (N=237). The first stage was a quali-
tative study, which provided a framework for forming hypotheses and a questionnaire for fur-
ther testing through a quantitative study. The quantitative study was used to test the hypotheses 
as well as to identify previously unexplored factors of effectiveness of online learning for TVET 
engineering educators. Thematic, statistical and contextual analysis were used to analyze the 
findings. 
Findings: The majority of respondents mentioned curriculum flexibility, structured support sys-
tems, and professional relevance as the pivotal factors influencing the effectiveness of online 
courses. The inability to combine work with learning was a key challenge for TVET engineer-
ing educators (66,7% of respondents), who mentioned the importance of flexible schedules and 
modular course structure (χ² = 286,1, p < 0,05). Course adaptation was highly valued, with 
85,23% of participants favoring personalized learning pathways and scheduling flexibility (χ² 
= 117,68, p < 2,2e-16). However, while 57,81% of TVET engineering educators supported 
content customization (χ² = 139,41, p-value < 2,2e-16), engagement strategies and interactive 
learning were more highly prioritized. Additionally, age was not a determining factor in course 
adaptation preferences (ρ = -0,0475, p > 0,05), suggesting a universal demand for accessibility 
and structured learning environments. 

 
 

1  The author used AI-assisted translation tools (e.g., ChatGPT) to support the English-language revision. All 
content was reviewed and adapted based on personal research and writing. 
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Conclusions: The findings emphasize the need for a balanced approach to implementing online 
learning by combining flexible scheduling and well-structured curriculum to increase adapta-
bility, engagement, and inclusion in education. Considering the generation difference, the study 
underlined the similarity of views on course adaptation regardless of age. These results contrib-
ute to the ongoing discussion on inclusive and scalable digital learning models for TVET edu-
cation. 

Keywords 
online learning, adult education, vocational education and training, training of trainers, educa-
tion and training needs  

1 Introduction  
The preparation of engineering educators for the Technical and Vocational Education and 

Training (TVET) system is essential to ensuring they are equipped with the skills necessary for 
training future professionals in engineering and applied sciences. However, access to high-
quality professional development programs remains a significant challenge, particularly for ed-
ucators in remote areas, those facing economic constraints, or those balancing multiple respon-
sibilities. The emergence of online learning platforms has introduced new opportunities for 
accessible and flexible training, yet questions remain regarding their effectiveness, inclusivity, 
and adaptability to the individual learning needs of TVET educators. 

This study is part of a larger doctoral research project that examines multiple dimensions 
of TVET online education, including pedagogical effectiveness, digital learning models, and 
institutional policies. However, within the scope of this article, particular attention is given to: 
• Accessibility of online education for TVET educators, particularly in addressing geo-

graphic, economic, and professional constraints. 
• Adaptation of online courses to individual learning needs, ensuring relevance and engage-

ment for diverse educators. 
By investigating these aspects, this study aims to contribute to the development of inclu-

sive, adaptive, and scalable training models that enhance the quality and accessibility of pro-
fessional development in TVET. 

2 Theoretical Framework and Research Questions 
To explore the factors that could influence on the accessibility and adaptability of online 

learning for TVET educators, this study builds on three interrelated theoretical perspectives: 
1. Theories of Educational Accessibility – examining barriers to learning and strategies for 

inclusive education. 
2. Adaptive Learning Models – exploring how personalized learning pathways improve en-

gagement and effectiveness. 
3. E-learning and Distance Education Theories – analyzing how technology-enhanced learn-

ing environments support diverse learners. 
This framework guides the qualitative and quantitative stages of the study, ensuring that 

the analysis captures both practical experiences of educators and broader trends in online course 
effectiveness (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 

3 Pedagogical Theories as the Basis for Research Theoretical Frameworks 
The evolution of pedagogical theories provides a foundation for selecting the most appro-

priate approaches for designing educational programs and shaping unique learning experiences. 
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For decades, researchers have attempted to classify pedagogical theories into specific catego-
ries, yet a universally accepted division has not been established. Various classifications exist, 
including those by Donald (1964), Hilgard and Bower, and Gage, among others (Knowles et 
al., 2006; Malone, 1981). Recent studies have outlined five meta-groups of learning theories 
(Akpan, 2020): 
1. Humanistic Theories – emphasizing learner autonomy, intrinsic motivation, and self-actu-

alization. 
2. Behaviorist Theories – focusing on structured learning processes, reinforcement mecha-

nisms, and skill repetition. 
3. Cognitive Theories – highlighting information processing, scaffolding, and problem-solv-

ing strategies. 
4. Constructivist Theories – advocating for experiential learning, collaboration, and real-world 

application of knowledge. 
5. Intelligence- and Skill-Oriented Theories – integrating elements of competency-based edu-

cation and domain-specific expertise development. 
Given the specific needs of online training for TVET educators, this study expands beyond 

traditional classifications and incorporates additional theoretical frameworks that are particu-
larly relevant for designing adaptive and accessible online learning environments (Sjöström & 
Eilks, 2020). 

The key theoretical foundations guiding this study include: 
• Humanistic Learning Theory – forming the core of this research, as it aligns with the prin-

ciples of inclusive education, individual learning needs, and active engagement in online 
environments (Navy, 2020). 

• Behaviorist Learning Theory – emphasizing the role of structured, self-paced learning and 
reinforcement mechanisms in online education (Akpan, 2020). 

• Cognitive Learning Theory – supporting the use of multimedia tools and visualization tech-
niques to enhance comprehension and engagement for learners with diverse needs (Piaget, 
1962; Vygotsky, 1999). 

• Social Learning Theory– highlighting the importance of interactive technologies, peer col-
laboration, and practical application in online learning environments (Rumjaun & Narod, 
2020). 

• Digital Didactics – a relatively recent theoretical development that explores the technolog-
ical and instructional aspects of digital learning, serving as a basis for structuring TVET 
online courses. (Bilenko et.al., 2020; Buzaubakova, et.al., 2023) 

• Andragogy and Heutagogy – providing a learner-centered approach for adaptive course de-
sign, enabling TVET educators to engage in self-directed, problem-based learning 
(Blaschke, 2012; Hase & Kenyon, 2013; Knowles et al., 2006). 

• «Pädagogischer Doppeldecker» Model – integrating theory and practice to enhance the ef-
fectiveness of online training, ensuring cohesion between theoretical knowledge and ap-
plied skills (Geissler, 1985; Wahl, 2023). 
From a didactic perspective, this study aligns with the blended learning model, incorporat-

ing Hybrid-Flexible (HyFlex) learning structures, hybrid curricula, and synchronous online ses-
sions. This approach ensures that TVET educators receive training that is both flexible and 
practically relevant, allowing for adaptive learning paths based on their professional require-
ments and learning preferences. 

3.1 E-Learning and Distance Education Technologies 
The rapid development of e-learning and distance education technologies has significantly 

influenced the landscape of TVET training, offering new opportunities for accessibility and 
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adaptability. Understanding the characteristics, methodologies, and technologies used in online 
education is essential for addressing the learning needs of TVET educators and developing an 
effective and inclusive training system (Mishra & Koehler, 2006; Review Lecture—The tech-
nology of teaching, 1965; Verduin & Clark, 1991). 

This study includes a detailed analysis of existing online training models for TVET educa-
tors in Russia, considering the economic, geographic, social, and technological factors influ-
encing their implementation. The selection of Russia as the study location is justified by the 
extensive network of TVET institutions, each operating under varied socio-economic and in-
frastructural conditions. 

While the historical evolution of distance learning can be traced back to the 1840s (Pit-
man’s correspondence courses) (Verduin & Clark, 1991) and early 20th century developments 
in Russia, (Maslakova, 2015) this study does not focus on historical analysis. Instead, the pri-
mary emphasis is on the pedagogical, didactical and technological aspects of modern e-learning 
models in Russia. 

Although there is no official distinction between these terms in the legislation, they differ 
conceptually in their modes of implementation: 
• E-learning refers to fully online courses that rely exclusively on internet-based platforms. 
• Distance education is broader in scope, incorporating various forms of mediated learning 

(including blended formats) to create an accessible educational environment, regardless of 
a learner’s geographic, social, or economic status. 
These two approaches often intersect but share a common goal: to maximize accessibility 

and educational reach for a diverse learner population (Grechushkina, 2018). 
This brief explanation of theoretical framework serves as a foundation for the study’s 

mixed-methods research design. The qualitative phase examines trainers who teach TVET en-
gineering educators’ perspectives on accessibility challenges and adaptation needs in online 
learning. These insights inform the quantitative phase, where a large-scale survey evaluates the 
prevalence and impact of adaptation strategies across a broader population of TVET engineer-
ing educators. 

This study integrates pedagogical theories, digital learning models, and accessibility frame-
works to develop evidence-based strategies that enhance the inclusivity and adaptability of 
online training programs for TVET educators. By addressing accessibility challenges and indi-
vidual learning needs, the research provides insights into optimizing online course design for 
broader and more equitable participation. 

3.2 Research Question 
The aim of this study is to identify the key factors influencing the accessibility and adapt-

ability of online training programs for TVET engineering educators, with the goal of fostering 
an inclusive and equitable digital environment for professional development. 

The primary research question guiding this study is: What factors influence the accessibil-
ity and adaptation of online courses for training TVET engineering educators? 

To address this overarching question, the study explores the following methodological 
questions: 
• Qualitative Question: How do instructors of online training courses for TVET engineering 

educators perceive the key factors affecting the effectiveness of these courses? 
• Mixed-Methods Integration Question: How can insights from in-depth interviews with 

online course instructors be used to develop a survey investigating TVET engineering edu-
cators' perspectives on course accessibility and adaptation? 

• Quantitative Question: How do TVET engineering educators participating in online training 
programs assess the impact of various factors on course effectiveness? 
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• Exploratory Sequential Design Question: How do the large-scale survey results compare 
with instructors’ perspectives on the key factors shaping the accessibility and adaptability 
of online courses for TVET engineering educators? 

4 Methodology 
This study is based on data collected as part of a doctoral research project conducted at 

Europa-Universität Flensburg. A mixed-methods research design was employed, specifically 
an exploratory sequential design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017), incorporating both qualitative 
and quantitative research phases (Spöhring, 1989). 

The choice of an exploratory sequential design allowed for a structured synchronization of 
research phases, facilitating an in-depth exploration of TVET engineering teacher trainers' ex-
periences in online education followed by a broader quantitative analysis of the perspectives of 
TVET engineering educators enrolled in these courses (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Johnson 
& Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). 

5 Qualitative Stage 
The first stage of the empirical study employed qualitative research methods, specifically 

in-depth expert interviews with TVET engineering teacher trainers who had experience teach-
ing online courses for TVET engineering educators. 

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to ensure participant selection based on rel-
evant expertise and experience. The inclusion criteria for the study participants were: 
• TVET teacher trainers actively teaching online courses. 
• Aged 25–60 years with a minimum of five years of experience in adult education. 
• Participation in teacher training, professional development, or retraining programs for en-

gineering and pedagogy educators. 
• Holding a pedagogical or engineering degree and/or relevant professional retraining in these 

fields. 
• A minimum of three years of teaching experience. 
• Experience teaching in at least five online TVET programs over the past three years. 
• Residency in the Russian Federation. 

Participants were recruited through professional networks, academic databases, and social 
media platforms. Participation in both the pilot and main interview phases was voluntary and 
unpaid, ensuring the validity and reliability of the collected data (Hall, et. al., 2016; Patton, 
2015; Spöhring, 1989) Table 1 provides an overview of the interviewees' characteristics. 

The qualitative research phase employed semi-structured interviews with open-ended 
questions, following the methodology of Patton (2015). The interview protocol was standard-
ized, ensuring consistency and comparability of responses, as recommended by Johnson & 
Christensen (2014) и Johnson & Onwuegbuzie (2004). The interview questions were designed 
based on the literature review and conceptual frameworks of learning theories.  

A pilot study was conducted to refine the questions, resulting in a final set of 15 thematic 
sections. Each interview lasted 30 to 90 minutes and was recorded and transcribed using Charla-
AI. The transcribed data were analyzed using Moustakas’ (1994) structured method, which fa-
cilitates inductive data analysis through full immersion in interview transcripts. (Hall, et. al., 
2016) 

The coding process was conducted manually, followed by verification using ATLAS.ti 
software to ensure accuracy and relevance. Based on the qualitative findings, the following 
hypothesis was proposed for quantitative validation: "Adapting course content to the profes-
sional experience, educational needs, and objectives of TVET engineering educators enhances 
the perceived usefulness and effectiveness of online training programs." 
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Table 1 
Profile of Interview Participants 

No  Profile  Gender  Pedagogical 
qualifica-
tion  

Teaching expe-
rience 

Federal dis-
tricts 

T1 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher female yes 15 Siberian 
T2 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher male yes 38 Central 
T3 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher female yes 35 Central 
T4 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher female yes 13 Northwestern 
T5 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher female yes 30 Ural 
T6 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher female yes 17 Southern 
T7 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher male yes 22 North Cauca-

sian 
T8 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher female yes 11 Siberian 
T9 TVET teacher trainer female no  4 Ural 
T10 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher female yes  23 Volga 
T11 TVET teacher trainer, university teacher female yes 7 Far Eastern 

5.1 Quantitative Stage 
The second phase of the study aimed to empirically test the hypothesis derived from the 

qualitative phase through a large-scale survey of TVET engineering educators. The target pop-
ulation comprised TVET engineering educators who had participated in at least one online pro-
fessional development program in the past three years. No upper age limit was imposed, and 
all respondents were based in the Russian Federation. The survey was conducted between June 
and October 2024, yielding 237 valid responses, deemed representative for statistical analysis 
(Field, 2018). The respondents’ breakdown is presented in Table 2. 

The survey was developed based on the key factors identified in the qualitative phase and 
was designed to measure the perceived effectiveness, accessibility, and adaptability of online 
TVET courses. The questionnaire consisted of 12 thematic blocks, covering: Motivation and 
Objectives, Course Selection and Topics, Challenges and Technical Issues, Support and Com-
fort Level, Resources and technologies, Engagement and adaptation in online courses, Practical 
Application and Tools, Interactive Learning Experience, Improvements and Features, Profes-
sional Development and Skills, Satisfaction and Feedback, Improvements and Recommenda-
tions. The survey included various question formats, such as multiple-choice questions, Likert-
scale items, and open-ended responses. The estimated completion time was 15 minutes. 

A pilot test was conducted with 10 participants: 5 TVET online course instructors and 5 
engineering educators with experience in online learning. To assess the reliability and validity 
of the survey instrument, the intraclass correlation coefficient (LeBreton & Senter, 2008) was 
calculated, yielding a value of 0,81, indicating a high degree of consistency among expert eval-
uations. The average relevance score across all survey items was 4.3 out of 5. 
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Table 2 
Data of Survey Participants  

Variable Category Count Percentage 
Gender Male 27 11.4% 

Female 210 88.6% 
Age Group 25-34 27 11.4% 

35-44 69 29.1% 
45-54 73 30.8% 
55-64 50 21.1% 
65+ 11 4.6% 
Under 25 7 3% 

Federal District Central 90 38% 
Far Eastern 65 27.4% 
Northwestern 20 8.4% 
Siberian 42 17.7% 
Southern 20 8.4% 

Education Level Bachelor (full-time) 90 38% 
Bachelor (part-time) 50 21.1% 
Candidate of Sciences 7 3% 
Doctoral degree 3 1.3% 
Graduate education 14 5.9% 
Master (distance) 15 6.3% 
Master (full-time) 29 12.2% 
Master (part-time) 13 5.5% 
VET/TVET 16 6.8% 

Job Experience 0-2 years 15 6.3% 
10-20 years 7 3% 
20-30 years 88 37.1% 
3-5 years 27 11.4% 
30+ years 34 14.3% 
6-10 years 66 27.8% 

 
The survey data were analyzed using RStudio version (2024.12.1+563) running R (version 

4.4.3). (Wickham & Grolemund, 2017) A combination of descriptive and inferential statistical 
methods was employed to examine response distributions, test research hypotheses, and assess 
relationships between key variables. Statistical Methods Applied: 
• Descriptive Statistics – means, standard deviations, and frequency distributions. 
• Chi-Square Test (χ²) – to determine whether the distribution of categorical responses was 

statistically significant. 
• Non-Parametric Statistical Methods – employed due to the presence of binary and ordinal 

variables (e.g., Likert-scale responses). 
• Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test – to compare median values against neutral benchmarks. 
• Spearman’s Rank Correlation & Kendall’s Tau Correlation – to evaluate associations be-

tween demographic factors (e.g., age, teaching experience) and perceptions of online learn-
ing effectiveness. (Kendall, 1948; Conover, 1999; Wickham & Grolemund, 2017) 
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The methodological framework follows established statistical approaches in educational 
and social science research (Field, 2017; Agresti, 2018), ensuring the validity and reliability of 
findings. 

6 Findings  
The findings of this study are structured around the primary research question, which aims 

to identify the key factors influencing the accessibility and adaptation of online training pro-
grams for TVET engineering educators.  

6.1 Challenges in Balancing Academic Workload 
According to the results of the analysis, 66.7% of respondents indicated “Difficulties in 

combining teaching load with other responsibilities” as significant. The results of the χ² test 
confirmed the statistical significance of the obtained results (χ² = 286,1, p < 2,2e-16, (< 0,05), 
which indicates the need to include in the educational process flexible formats of training, con-
sidering the professional commitments of educators. Respondents noted the availability of 
asynchronous learning, modular programs, and opportunities for self-paced learning as options 
of increasing engagement and improving retention rates during online-courses. 

6.2 Preferences for Course Adaptation 
The results of the analysis of indicators of successful adaptation of courses showed that 

85.23% of respondents chose at least one of three options: the need for more personalized edu-
cational routes, flexible course schedule and/or adaptation of course content to the capabilities 
and individual needs of the learners. The chi-square test confirmed statistically significant dif-
ferences (χ² = 117,68, p-value < 2,2e-16 (< 0,05)) in preferences, which emphasizes flexibility 
and personalization of courses as crucial factors in improving the effectiveness and accessibility 
of online educational programs. The high percentage of support and statistically significant 
differences confirm that customization is perceived by respondents as a necessary factor that 
increases the usefulness and efficiency of online learning. 

6.3 Content Customization for Learner Needs 
The analysis showed that 57.81% of respondents chose the option to adapt the content to 

the specific needs of learners, including geographical, territorial, economic, etc. The chi-square 
test (χ² = 139,41, p-value < 2,2e-16 (< 0,05)) confirmed a statistically significant difference 
between the selection of this option and a random distribution, indicating that regional, territo-
rial, economic, and contextual adaptation is perceived by the study participants as an important 
element of online courses individualization.  

However, a percentage of support remains below 60% may indicate that additional features 
such as content customization are perceived as a lower priority than other key aspects such as 
increased interactivity and multimedia resources. 

6.4 Factors Limiting Learning Satisfaction 
In order to identify factors that contribute to maximizing satisfaction with learning out-

comes, respondents were asked to select aspects missing in online courses. The chi-square test 
(χ² = 23,515, df = 5, p-value = 0,000269) confirmed a statistically significant difference be-
tween the choices of this option and a random distribution.  

Notably, only 7.6% of respondents supported the individual approach, which emphasizes 
the priority of organizational aspects (e.g., a developed support system, availability of timely 
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feedback, and the opportunity to interact with the instructor) over the individual approach. Re-
spondents emphasize the importance of a balance between a flexible and structured education 
system to increase the effectiveness of online learning. While course adaptation remains crucial, 
learners seem to prefer organized, well-structured courses with clear guidelines rather than fully 
customized programs. 

6.5 Correlation Between Age and Course Adaptation Preferences 
This study traced the relationship between course adaptability preferences and age of the 

respondents with the help of Spearman’s and Kendall’s correlation tests. 
• Spearman's test showed (ρ = -0,0475, p-value = 0,4667 (> 0.05)) that there was no statisti-

cally significant relationship between respondents supporting the hypothesis and their age.  
• Kendall's test (τ = -0,0352, p-value = 0,4819 (> 0,05)) confirmed the results by Spearman's 

test, which suggests that there is no relationship between age and support for the hypothe-
sis.  
The results suggest that TVET engineering educators have similar expectations regarding 

online course flexibility and accessibility regardless of age.  

6.6 Summary of Findings 
The analysis points course adaptation as one of the integral aspects that dictate overall 

success in online education, where the focus of training encompasses educational TVET engi-
neering instructors. However, the results tend to reveal that learners are more inclined toward 
practical adjustments, such as program flexibility, scheduling adaptability, and enhancements 
in accessibility, than to full content individualization. 

The main results from this study include: 
• Heavy workloads are challenging for learners; hence a more flexible learning structure is 

required. 
• Best adaptation strategies: personalized learning pathways and flexible scheduling. 
• Adaptation to geographical and economic issues is still significant; however, engagement 

strategies may have a more powerful effect. 
• Most learners prefer that course designs be structured and clearly organized, rather than 

highly individualized. 
• Age did not prove to be a contributor to varying preferences for adaptations for the online 

courses. This suggests that there is a universal interest for accessible and flexible models 
for online learning. 
The insights suggest that adopting a fully wholistic approach to online course adaptation 

that integrates professional and interdisciplinary needs cohesively whilst ensuring inclusivity 
and, therefore, accessibility to a wide array of educators is crucial. 

7 Conclusion 
This article discusses some of the common issues affecting the quality, availability, and 

adaptability of online training programs for TVET engineering educators. Results indicate a 
preference for course flexibility, supported systems, and professional relevance over full indi-
vidualization of content.  

The results confirm that balancing workload remains a major challenge, highlighting the 
need for flexible scheduling and modular learning structures. Course adaptation is a critical 
factor, with 85.23% of respondents favoring personalized learning pathways and scheduling 
flexibility (χ² = 117,68, p <2,2e-16). However, while 57.81% supported content customization 
(χ² = 139,41, p-value <2,2e-16 (<0,05)), interactive learning models and engagement strategies 
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were preferred. Notably, the demand for accessible and structured online education was not 
influenced by age (ρ = -0,0475, p > 0,05). 

The findings emphasize the necessity of a balanced adaptation strategy, integrating flexible 
scheduling and program structures with a well-organized instructional design to enhance en-
gagement and inclusivity. Future research could explore the longitudinal impacts of course ad-
aptation and cross-cultural differences in online learning preferences among TVET engineering 
educators to further refine digital learning models. 
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Abstract 
Context: The scientific literature produced on vocational education and training (VET) in Por-
tugal, broadly describes young people in VET as being associated with educational trajectories 
characterised by school failure, dropout, and low socio-economic status measured by their par-
ents’ academic qualifications (Alves et al., 2001; Guerreiro & Abrantes, 2004; Neves et al., 
1993; Neves & Figueiredo, 2007; Torres & Araújo, 2010). For other countries in Europe or 
beyond, the described characteristics of VET students are similar. Following that, the objective 
of this research was to address the following research questions: What were the educational 
trajectories of VET students attending Apprenticeship Courses (AC) in Portugal? How did 
those educational trajectories influence the enrolment in Apprenticeship Courses? 
Methods: The study employs a qualitative methodology, focused on the analysis of 54 semi-
structured interviews conducted with VET students from 23 different Apprenticeship Courses 
(corresponding to 16 areas of education and training), in nine training centres in northern Por-
tugal. Analysis of the educational trajectories ideal-types was based on the work of To-
maszewska-Pękała and colleagues (2017). The analysis of the reasons for enrolling in AC was 
based on the work of Ryan and Lőrinc (2018). 
Findings: The results point to diverse ideal types of educational trajectories of VET students. 
Nevertheless, the ideal types that gather more participants (35%) are the linear or smooth edu-
cational trajectories, meaning no school difficulties or risk factors, contradicting the idea that 
VET students were underachievers. Concerning the reasons for attending VET, there is a rela-
tively even distribution of influence between wider contextual factors and individual prefer-
ence, with relational influences being the least significant factor. 
Conclusions: Studying the profile of VET students serves two purposes. The first is to 
acknowledge the heterogeneity of VET students. The second is to recognise that not all VET 
students have failed or dropped out of school. Therefore, it is evident that a transformation in 
the social prestige of VET is imperative to achieve greater equity in education so that VET can 
be a first option for all young people. 

Keywords 
apprenticeship courses, VET, Portugal, educational trajectories, qualitative methodology 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 146 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

1 Introduction 
The scientific literature produced on vocational education and training (VET) in Portugal, 
broadly describes young people in VET as being associated with educational trajectories char-
acterised by school failure, dropout, and low socio-economic status measured by their parents’ 
academic qualifications (Alves et al., 2001; Guerreiro & Abrantes, 2004; Neves et al., 1993; 
Neves & Figueiredo, 2007; Torres & Araújo, 2010). For other countries in Europe or beyond, 
the described characteristics of VET students are similar (cf. Bruin et al., 2023; Chankseliani 
et al., 2016; Hyland, 2017; Pantea, 2020; Taylor et al., 2013). The social prestige of VET relies 
heavily on the representations about VET students (Doroftei & Silva, 2024). Consequently, we 
wanted to ascertain the profiles of VET students in order to evidence that they are not homoge-
neous, thereby contributing to the social valorisation of the VET track. Following that, this 
research addressed the following research questions: What were the educational trajectories of 
VET students attending Apprenticeship Courses (AC) in Portugal? How did those educational 
trajectories influence the enrolment in Apprenticeship Courses? 

2 Theoretical framework 

2.1 Typologies of Educational Trajectories 
In their study about early school leaving (ESL), Tomaszewska-Pękała and colleagues 

(2017) defined six typologies of educational trajectories of youth at risk of ESL: boomerang, 
downward spiral, parabola, resilient route, shading out, unanticipated crisis. These typologies 
are considered useful for analysing the educational trajectories of VET students. The aforemen-
tioned typologies were adapted to align with the educational trajectories of the young partici-
pants in this study, suggesting ideal types, irrespective of their risk of or actual early leaving 
from education and training. The study of Tomaszewska-Pękała and colleagues (2017) defined 
the following typologies: 

 
• Boomerang - an educational pathway that includes several exits and returns to the educa-

tion and training system. These breaks can be due to various reasons, such as continuous 
dropouts, or expulsions for absences or dissatisfaction with the areas of study of the various 
courses attended. 

• Downward spiral - difficult educational pathway, always getting worse, with various risk 
factors. Includes leaving the education and training system. Returning to the education and 
training system is usually due to the ‘imposition’ of the labour market. 

• Parabola - educational pathway with difficulties and decreasing school commitment that, 
at a certain point, finds some support or situation that makes the young person interested 
in studying again. 

• Resilient route - an educational pathway with several risk factors which are counterbal-
anced by protective factors. These are constantly present and are enough to keep the young 
person wanting to complete the 12th grade. 

• Shading out – an educational pathway with small problems related to school performance 
not valued by school staff but that are gradually accumulating, leading to loss of motivation 
and school disaffection. 

• Unanticipated crisis - an educational pathway that develops smoothly, without or with few 
risk factors, but is crossed by one or more moments of crisis that lead to a deterioration in 
the school situation, which can lead to dropping out. 
 
It should be noted that the ideal types of educational trajectories relate to the education and 

training path of each young person until they enrolled in the AC they were attending at the time 
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of data collection, and are not profiles of the young people, i.e. profiles of personality, behav-
iour, life, etc. Grouping the young participants into ideal types is not intended to homogenise 
them into categories, because even those considered under the same ideal type have specific 
justifications for their position that may not coincide with the justifications of others in the same 
group. Furthermore, the characteristics of an ideal type may not all be concentrated in the same 
person. This construction only aims to systematise the variety of educational trajectories that 
these young people present and certainly does not encompass all the possible trajectories that 
young people attending AC in Portugal may have, which is in line with Max Weber's concep-
tualisation of the ideal-type, as Hendricks and Breckinridge Peters (1973, p. 39) put it: ‘as We-
ber stated almost three quarters of a century ago, reality is hardly exhaustible, the establishment 
of order is obviously a selective process and can never be interpreted as a complete statement’. 

2.2 Reasons to Enroll in VET 
To gain insight into the motivations behind the decision to pursue VET, we build on the 

research conducted by Ryan and Lőrinc (2018) on the experiences of young people engaged in 
apprenticeships in England. The authors identified three primary interrelated factors influenc-
ing young people's enrolment in apprenticeships: “individual preference”, “relational influ-
ences”, and “wider contextual factors” (Ryan & Lőrinc, 2018, p. 6): 

 
• Individual preference (IP) - refers to a choice for AC out of a desire to obtain specific 

training in a particular area of education and training that the course offers, or with a pref-
erence for practical learning, usually related to each young person's “learner identity”. 

• Relational influences (RI) - refers to attending AC under the recommendation and influ-
ence of family members, friends, teachers and/or other professionals or other adults of ref-
erence. Young people in this category may also refer their choice to the existence of family 
members or friends working in the same field of the course or who had previously attended 
the same course. 

• Wider contextual factors (WCF) - refers to attending AC for reasons related to “structural 
constraints and political discourses”. For example, in the options available to complete 
secondary education or in the labour market requirements when demanding the 12th grade 
as a minimum educational qualification for getting a job. 
 
These categories are not mutually exclusive, and there are cases of young people being 

reported in more than one category, for example, relational influences and wider contextual 
factors. 

3 Methods 
The present study employs a qualitative methodology, focused on the analysis of 54 semi-

structured interviews conducted with VET students from 23 different Apprenticeship Courses 
(corresponding to 16 areas of education and training), in nine training centres in northern Por-
tugal. Table 1 presents some sociodemographic characteristics of the participants. 

With regard to socio-economic status, the situation of the young people interviewed is in 
line with the literature on the subject (Alves et al., 2001; Cabrito, 1994; Neves et al., 1993; 
Neves & Figueiredo, 2007). These are families with low educational qualifications, the majority 
of whom, both mothers and fathers, have qualifications up to the 9th year of schooling. 

The interviews were conducted in person by the first author and took place in quiet rooms 
at the training centres. Only the researcher and the interviewee were present. The interviews 
were audio recorded and fully transcribed with the permission of the participants. The first 
author transcribed all the interviews. 
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Table 1 
Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants Interviewed (N = 54) 

Age Gender Year of AC attended 

Min Max Average Female Male 1st 
(grade 10) 

2nd 
(grade 11) 

3rd 
(grade 12) 

17 26 21.1 21 (39%) 33 (61%) 1 (2%) 24 (44%) 29 (54%) 
 
A script was designed based on literature review and a previous exploratory case study in 

a training centre. The script contained questions, probes and prompts. The following questions 
from the students’ interview script were considered for analysis: Tell me about your journey 
since you started school until now; Why are you attending an AC?; How did you hear about 
the course?; Have you taken any other VET courses?; Have you had any work experience? 

Content analysis (Bardin, 2011) of the responses to these questions was made with NVivo 
12®, for two codes: educational trajectory, and reasons to enrol in AC (Table 2). The coding 
was conducted by the first author and debated with the second author. After analysing these 
codes, the participants’ interviews were recoded into cases. Static sets were created in NVivo 
to aggregate the cases corresponding to the educational trajectories’ typologies based on the 
work of Tomaszewska-Pękała and colleagues (2017) considered for analysis. The same process 
was used concerning the reasons for enrolling in AC, based on the work of Ryan and Lőrinc 
(2018). 

The study observed the ethical standards of the SPCE (the Portuguese Society of Educa-
tional Sciences). 

Table 2 
Excerpt of the Codebook of the Interviews’ Coding  

Name Files Refer-
ences 

Description 

Educational trajectory 54 185 Questions about the educational trajectory prior to joining 
the AC 

Reasons to enrol in Appren-
ticeship Courses 54 104 Questions about the reasons for joining AC and how 

young people found out about the course 

4 Results and conclusions 
Table 3 summarises the education and training trajectories and reasons for joining the AC 

for the young people interviewed. While each young person was assigned only one ideal type 
of educational trajectory, the dimension relating to the reasons for entering the AC may present, 
as already mentioned, more than one possibility. 

The results point to diverse profiles of school trajectories of VET students. As the study of 
Tomaszewska-Pękała and colleagues (2017) was focused on educational trajectories that ended 
up in early school leaving, we found it necessary to add the following ideal types to fit the data 
collected: 

 
• Kangaroo - an educational pathway that includes one or more changes of course or pathway 

without leaving the education or training system. 
• Linear - A straightforward educational pathway without any problems or failures, including 

a direct transition between general education and the Apprenticeship Course (VET). 
• Smooth - An unproblematic educational pathway, but which may include a year of school 

failure, with a direct transition between general education and the Apprenticeship Course 
(VET), or a brief absence (up to 3 months) from the education and training system. 
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Table 3 
Ideal Types of Educational Trajectories 

Ideal types 
of educa-
tional tra-
jectories 

Smooth  
Down-
ward spi-
ral  

Boomer-
ang  

Resilient 
route  Parabola  

Unantici-
pated cri-
sis  

Linear  Kanga-
roo  

N 10 3 7 6 12 2 9 5 
Percentage 18% 6% 13% 11% 22% 4% 17% 9% 

 
The data indicates that 19 VET students (35%) have linear or smooth educational trajecto-

ries, i.e. no school difficulties or risk factors. VET students with unanticipated crisis trajectories 
(2; 4%) also had school trajectories without risk factors, but moments of crisis caused them to 
change their trajectory. VET students with kangaroo trajectories (5; 9%) were dissatisfied with 
the areas of secondary education they were studying. They changed courses until they found 
their preferred area or were forced to finish the course due to their age (because of the age limits 
of VET-type modalities in Portugal). Students with boomerang-type trajectories (7; 13%), 
roughly speaking, were trying to enter or settle in the labour market and were making their way 
in and out of the education and training system until they also found themselves constrained by 
age or realising that they couldn’t access the labour market without having completed second-
ary education. VET students with resilient trajectories (6; 11%) had various factors in their path 
that could have prevented them from obtaining secondary school certification, but they re-
mained focused on this. VET students with parabola-type trajectories (12; 22%) always pre-
sented many difficulties and declining school performance, leaving the education and training 
system, but at some point, they found motivators that made them return. Finally, the three stu-
dents with downward spiral trajectories (2; 6%) always had a lot of difficulty being in the school 
environment. They only returned to the education and training system because they could not 
get a job due to lacking an upper secondary education certificate. 

Concerning the reasons for attending VET (Table 4), the findings converge with those of 
Ryan and Lörinc's study (2018). There is a relatively even distribution of influence between 
wider contextual factors (referred by 33 students) and individual preference (referred by 34 
students), with relational influences (referred by 12 students) being the least significant factor, 
situated at a considerable distance from the other two. The wider contextual factors mentioned 
were essentially the pressure exerted by the labour market for having a certificate of upper 
secondary education, the failure of general schools to support them and socio-economic condi-
tions. As for individual preference, there was a preference for the area of education and training 
that the course offers and a preference for a practical type of learning. Relational influences 
relate particularly to the influence of family members or friends who either recommend the 
course based on the young person's profile, work in the same occupation, or have studied at the 
same course or training organisation. 

The analysis presented here concerns all the students that have participated in the study. 
For an analysis of the reasons to drop out of general education and enrolling in VET, concerning 
the participants who were once in the condition of early school leavers, please see Doroftei 
(2021). 
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Table 4 
Reasons to Enrol in Apprenticeship Courses 

Reasons to enrol in 
AC WCF IP RI 

N 33 34 12 
Percentage 61% 63% 22% 

 
Studying the profile of VET students serves two purposes. The first is to acknowledge the 

heterogeneity of VET students. The second is to recognise that not all VET students have failed 
or dropped out of school. Several students reported individual preferences for enrolment but 
also wider contextual factors. The problem lies in the fact that VET is not seen as a valid path-
way for all young people, but as “something for those who do not have the cognitive skills to 
follow a ‘normal curriculum’ and who happen to be almost exclusively from the lower classes 
and ethnic-cultural minorities” (Alves, 2007, p. 64). It is thus evident that a transformation in 
the social prestige of VET is imperative to achieve greater equity in education (Baker et al., 
2004) so it can be a first option for all young people. In order to improve the social image of 
vocational education, the participants consider that, among other suggestions, it would be per-
tinent and necessary to focus on publicising the advantages of this route and the students’ abil-
ities, clearing up their social image as less capable. Therefore, vocational education needs to be 
publicly valued, identifying its advantages, increasing the quality of its curricula, attracting 
young people who are not just those immediately identified with this route, and reducing public 
references (particularly in the media) that induce negative images about this type of education. 
In addition, it would be important to extend access to career guidance provided by psychologists 
to help students in the 9th grade choose a school and an area of study for secondary education. 
We suggest that career guidance should take place outside educational institutions, in order to 
ensure that psychologists are independent of the school where the students are enrolled. This 
could help to avoid any bias in the guidance of young people, in the sense of leading them to 
follow educational paths that coincide with the educational offers of the school they attend, a 
situation pointed out in other parts of this study. 
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Abstract 
Context: This research paper investigates the integration of intercultural education practices 
within Germany's vocational education system, specifically focusing on retail, hospitality, and 
gastronomy sectors. It highlights the importance of vocational schools (Berufsschulen) in 
equipping students with essential workforce skills, while also addressing barriers such as cul-
tural differences and lack of intercultural competencies that hinder migrants' successful inte-
gration into German society and all students’ integration into the workforce. 
Approach: The study seeks to explore how established theoretical frameworks, including Ben-
nett's Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, UNESCO's Global Citizenship Educa-
tion Framework, and Culturally Relevant/Sustaining Pedagogy, can inform the development of 
an inclusive intercultural curriculum. The curriculum and theoretical approaches will be ana-
lysed to identify areas of compatibility with vocational education. 
Findings: Germany has made some efforts to promote intercultural education in vocational ed-
ucation, but these remain superficial and politically driven, often framed as global citizenship. 
To strengthen vocational education, established theories should be integrated into the curricu-
lum. Bennett’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity offers a practical framework 
with adaptable recommendations. Additionally, integrating Culturally Relevant/Sustaining 
Pedagogy into teacher training could help address integration struggles, reduce discrimination, 
support educators in managing diverse classrooms and ease the incorporation of intercultural 
teaching methods into the curriculum. 
Conclusion: By focusing on the needs of all vocational students this research fosters more eq-
uitable and effective vocational education that benefits both migrant and local students, remains 
realistic for teachers, while also addressing Germany's pressing labour market demands. The 
paper advocates for systemic changes beyond superficial curriculum updates, emphasising the 
necessity of embedding intercultural competencies into vocational training to prepare all stu-
dents for a culturally diverse workforce. 

Keywords 
intercultural competencies, curriculum, integration, vocational education 

1 Introduction and Research Questions 
For decades Germany has struggled to integrate migrants into the workforce and adapt 

quickly to international global trends (Funk, 2018). The integration of migrants into vocational 
education systems presents both challenges and opportunities for some of Germany’s key issues 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 153 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

such as filling the gaps in the workforce and internationalising the German economy. Voca-
tional schools (Berufsschulen) play a crucial role in equipping students with the skills required; 
however, many migrants face additional barriers including cultural differences, language chal-
lenges, and a lack of representation in the curriculum (Bergseng et al, 2019). Furthermore, Ger-
man students are not properly equipped with the intercultural skills necessary for excelling in a 
globalised workplace. This research seeks to explore how intercultural education practices can 
enhance the curriculum and which pedagogical approaches can best address these challenges 
in vocational education to ensure successful integration into the German workforce. 

Three key vocational fields: retail (Verkauf), hospitality (Hotellerie), and gastronomy 
(Gastronomie), will be the focus of the curriculum analysis. They are among the most popular 
fields for migrant students in Germany, especially hospitality and gastronomy. Furthermore, 
retail is especially struggling under significant labour shortages (Bundesinstitut für Berufsbild-
ung, 2022, 2024; Burstedde & Tiedemann, 2024; Kroll, 2022). These fields are characterised 
by significant migrant representation resulting in intercultural classrooms. The frequent inter-
actions with international customers and clients make intercultural skills also relevant for the 
workplace and to all students in these careers. By focusing on retail, hospitality, and gastron-
omy, this study addresses the needs of high-demand vocational fields. However, the insights 
gained can be applied to diverse vocational education contexts. 

The research will address the following questions: 
 

1. How can concepts from the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (Bennett, 
1993), Global Citizenship Education Framework (UNESCO, 2015; 2022), and Culturally 
Relevant Pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995; 2014) inform the development of an intercul-
tural curriculum in vocational schools in Germany? 

2. What aspects of these frameworks are most adaptable to the specific needs and structure of 
vocational education? 

3. How do current policies and practices in the vocational education curriculum align with or 
diverge from these concepts? 
 
The second part of the research, which will follow in spring/summer 2025, will incorporate 

additional perspectives from administrators, teachers and students to apply the theoretical in-
sights to real-world experiences. Ultimately, this research aims to offer actionable recommen-
dations for integrating intercultural education practices into vocational education curricula in 
Germany to address the needs of migrant students and the market by enhancing intercultural 
competencies across all learners. 

1.1 Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 
As Ladson-Billings says changes in pedagogy need to be grounded in theory to not only 

provide an explanation of what happens, but why it happens (2014). The results produced from 
this study will benefit from deeper theoretical exploration on why things happen first, which 
will then inform what should happen. This research is grounded in three theoretical perspec-
tives: 

Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity: Bennett identifies a continuum on 
which intercultural sensitivity and the associated competencies can be tracked. The key stages 
are denial, defense, minimisation, which belong to the ethnocentric category, and acceptance, 
adaptation, and integration, which belong to the ethnorelative category. By understanding the 
obstacles between the stages and the experiences that encourage movement, Bennett provides 
a clear path for increasing cultural awareness, understanding, and adjustment (Bennett, 1993; 
2009; 2017). 
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Global Citizenship Education Framework (UNESCO): UNESCO’s framework pro-
motes the development of skills, values, and attitudes necessary for individuals to navigate and 
contribute to an increasingly interconnected world (UNESCO, 2015). The goal is to cultivate 
knowledge, critical thinking, and understanding of global, regional, and local issues; foster a 
sense of belonging, empathy, and respect for diversity; and encourage responsible action at 
local, national, and global levels for a more peaceful and sustainable world. 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) and Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP): 
This framework focuses on using students' cultural backgrounds as assets in teaching and learn-
ing. By fostering academic success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness, it provides 
a lens for creating more inclusive and equitable education practices (Ladson-Billings, 2014). 
Culturally relevant pedagogy has been more recently expanded to Culturally Sustaining Peda-
gogy, which emphasises educational practices that do not just relate to cultures represented in 
a class but actively contributes to the growth and recognition of cultures (Paris, 2012). 

The analysis of these frameworks will guide the recommendations for how vocational ed-
ucation curricula can be adapted to enhance the learning and teaching of intercultural compe-
tencies in vocational schools. This research is unique because of its focus on compatibility with 
vocational education curriculum and effectiveness for improving the experience of migrants 
and local German students in a more comprehensive approach. Improvements in these compe-
tencies can have overarching benefits that go beyond the classroom and into the German econ-
omy (Georgescu et al., 2018, Chapter 4). Therefore, while the perspective of migrants in re-
search on the incorporation of intercultural competencies is key, all teachers, employers, and 
local students should be just as invested in improving their intercultural competencies. 

2 Defining the Terms 
To establish the terminology used in this article I have defined key terms and explained the 

logic for using these specific terms: 

2.1 Intercultural 
The goal of this research is to improve the intermingling and collaboration of cultures. 

Therefore, I have chosen to utilise the term intercultural instead of multi- or cross-cultural. 
Intercultural captures the idea of the fluidity of culture and interconnectedness of peoples 
(Georgescu et al., 2018, Chapter 4; Yerschova et al., 2000). Multicultural tends to focus on a 
static representation of multiple cultures and their coexistence. This fails to fully acknowledge 
the effects of cultures interacting with each other and the process of adaptation from separate 
cultures to a new mixed culture and everything in between. 

2.2 Competencies 
In the study of intercultural education there is a strong focus on communication skills, 

especially in early literature (Spitzberg & Cupach 1984; Yershova et al., 2000). German initia-
tives also often tie intercultural skills to language learning (Bergseng et al., 2019). These ap-
proaches limit the knowledge, perspectives and skills needed in intercultural learning to a nar-
row scope. This research will focus on a broader range of intercultural competencies beyond 
language and communication. The Council of Europe’s definition of competencies is key to 
this perspective: “Competence is the ability to mobilise and deploy relevant values, attitudes, 
skills, knowledge and/or understanding in order to respond appropriately and effectively to the 
demands, challenges and opportunities that are presented by a given type of context” (Council 
of Europe, 2024, p. 15). 
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2.3 Vocational Education 
Germany has some of the highest rates of enrollment in vocational education at about 40 

percent of the population (Eurydice, 2024). Vocational education in Germany is designed to 
prepare students for careers in over 300 jobs through a practice-oriented curriculum. This study 
will focus primarily on Germany’s dual vocational education system. The dual system requires 
students to attend classes at a vocational school known as a Berufsschule and take part in on-
the-job training to apply the skills they learn in the classroom. 

This system has the added benefit of allowing students to learn in a variety of environments 
with opportunities to directly apply knowledge. However, this is also an added challenge for a 
pedagogical approach that must address needs inside the classroom and at the workplace. The 
Rahmenlehrpläne (curriculum in schools) and Ausbildungsordnungen (training regulations for 
the workplace) are the established guidelines for teachers and employers in the dual vocational 
system and will be used to analyse the curriculum of the three chosen fields. Unless specifically 
stated, when discussing curriculum both the Rahmenlehrpläne and the Ausbildungsordnungen 
are relevant in this research. 

In Germany, contrary to the regional curriculum in schools geared toward an academic 
path known as “Gymnasium”, the curriculum of vocational schools is unified at the national 
level by the Federal Institute for Vocational Education (BIBB) in cooperation with state agen-
cies. However, states can still mandate additional curriculum and the structure of the schools 
and lessons. 

2.4 Migrants vs “Local” Students 
Migrants will be defined as non-German citizens who have come to Germany with long-

term settlement plans, including refugees and asylum seekers. German should not be their first 
native language. Local German students will be identified as students with German as their first 
and native language, who attended all levels of schooling in Germany, and with German citi-
zenship. While these definitions do not allow for some of the nuances of Germany’s multicul-
tural society and the struggles with obtaining citizenship, they are effective at identifying spe-
cific demographics and their unique experiences. 

While migrants who have fully integrated into Germany and have lived in Germany for 
decades, may see themselves as “German” they still hold a multicultural background and will 
likely not have German citizenship. Even second-generation migrants may not have German 
citizenship due to Germany’s previously strict citizenship laws that were based on the citizen-
ship of your parents, not your residence or place of birth. This is yet another hurdle for inte-
grating migrants. 

2.5 Integration 
The integration of migrants in Germany is measured through different statistics ranging 

from participation and achievement in education to employment to language abilities.  Since 
the focus of this study is integration through vocational schools, completion rates at the varying 
levels of vocational study were key to identify trends. 

Vocational students without German citizenship are 13% less likely to complete their vo-
cational education than their German peers, with the gap widening to nearly 20% for students 
from asylum-seeking countries (Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung, 2024; Kroll, 2022). This 
highlights broader integration challenges that extend beyond vocational curricula. However, 
curriculum plays a crucial role in shaping both completion rates and integration by establishing 
the standards against which all students, not just migrants, are assessed. In vocational education, 
successful completion goes beyond mastering competencies and learning objectives, it also re-
quires navigating bureaucratic processes and integrating into the workplace (Bergseng et al., 
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2019). As such, completion rates serve as a meaningful indicator of a migrant’s overall integra-
tion into the education system and labour market. 

3 Current State of Affairs 
Starting in 2015 an increased influx of migrants, mainly from the Middle East, came to 

Europe hoping to escape violence and poverty. Then Chancellor Angela Merkel openly encour-
aged immigration and welcomed immigrants into Germany (Korntheuer, 2018). Germany’s 
need for additional labour to fill the gaps created by the ageing population certainly played a 
role in not just welcoming the migrants, but also efforts to integrate them into the education 
system and guide them specifically towards vocational education (Bergseng et al., 2019). This 
led to progress in improving access to education and dozens of government and NGO programs 
to support migrants on their journey through Germany’s infamous bureaucracy and establish 
lives in a new culture. Over a decade later, best practices for integrating migrants need to be 
fully incorporated into German education. Relying on supplementary programs and the good-
will of those on the frontlines, like teachers, is not an effective long-term plan. Therefore, sus-
tainable changes, such as improving the curriculum, are essential to ensure the success of Ger-
many’s integration efforts. 

3.1 Training Areas: Retail, Hospitality, and Gastronomy 
According to a study by the German Economic Institute (IW), Germany is expected to face 

a shortage of 728,000 skilled workers by 2027. The most affected sectors include retail, with 
approximately 37,000 unfilled positions (Burstedde & Tiedemann, 2024). The study also em-
phasises the need to improve the integration of foreign professionals into the workforce. 

Retail, hospitality and gastronomy are all customer-facing careers, which require many 
interpersonal skills. Their vocational curricula reflect this by covering competency categories 
such as professional representation, customer service, reception duties, marketing, sales, and 
event organisation. In 2022, the hospitality and gastronomy sectors underwent curriculum up-
dates to reflect changing skill demands, particularly by adding learning objectives for digitali-
sation and sustainability, whereas the retail curriculum has remained unchanged since 2017 
(Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Energie, 2017, 2022; Sekretariat der Ständigen Kon-
ferenz der Kultusminister der Länder in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2017, 2021). 

Notably, all three sectors include explicit sections in the curriculum on sustainability but 
assign no specific time for the teaching of these subjects. However, even with the recent updates 
to the hospitality and gastronomy curriculum (Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung, 2022), inter-
cultural competencies are absent from all three curricula. Instead, they appear only in the intro-
ductory statement expressing expectations of high levels of “intercultural communication 
skills”. The addition of “intercultural communication skills” only in the introductory remarks 
highlights a lack of interest in comprehensive change and only surface-level efforts. 

4 Addressing the Theoretical and Achievement Gap 
While the achievement gap between migrants and German students is widely researched. 

The blame is often assigned to factors external to education itself, like access, socio-cultural 
differences, and language barriers. This ignores the numerous possibilities for improving edu-
cation to mitigate societal problems and fails to recognise education’s role in contributing to 
the challenges (Ladson-Billings, 2006). There is also a significant gap in the application of 
theory in vocational education research (McGrath et al., 2022). I hope to bridge not only the 
achievement gap but also the theory gap through this research. 

My approach also aligns with Allemann-Ghionda's (2010) emphasis on the different 
spheres of focus needed to make systemic changes: (1) education theory, represented by the 
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intercultural education theories chosen; (2) education policy, represented by the existing policy 
recommendations and curricula; and (3) education practice, which includes concrete examples 
for integration and will be further explored in part two of the research. If Germany truly wants 
to fill the gaps in its workforce, as stated in the introductory remarks of the new hospitality and 
gastronomy curricula (Sekretariat der Ständigen Konferenz der Kultusminister der Länder in 
der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021), then it must be ready to make deeper and holistic 
changes to the curriculum. 

When incorporating intercultural education into curricula, subjects such as history, lan-
guages and the arts seem to be the most logical choices, since this is where culture is commonly 
encountered in school (Georgescu et al., 2018, Chapter 5). These subjects are a very minimal 
part of vocational education, which tends to focus more on hard skills and job-related themes. 
Therefore, to incorporate intercultural education into vocational education, additional creativity 
is required to integrate these theoretical approaches. 

4.1 Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity: 
A strength of Bennett’s continuum is its ability to analyse different approaches, while also 

providing its own framework (Bennett, 2009; 2017). For instance, when intercultural education 
is integrated into vocational schools there are two common forms. One is to assist migrants to 
assimilate often by moving them into separate classes for language help and lessons on German 
culture. This form falls under Bennett’s continuum in the defense stage because it isolates cul-
tures and promotes the adoption and protection of the host culture. The second common ap-
proach focuses on encouraging German students to understand the foreign cultures present in 
their classes, stepping into the acceptance stage. This approach can also belittle and isolate 
migrant students, while still providing inadequate lessons to the local students (Allemann-
Ghionda, 2004). 

These examples highlight the current state of intercultural education in vocational educa-
tion. Using Bennett’s continuum there are many possible changes that can be made to elevate 
vocational education to promote more ethnorelative approaches. I suggest aligning the progres-
sion of the curriculum with the development stages. It is also key to be intentional about naming 
intercultural competencies and prioritising time for the teaching of these skills in the curricu-
lum. For example, in the category focused on guest experience (Bundesministerium für 
Wirtschaft und Energie, 2022, pg. 324, 336, 362, 369, 378), which is the only place where 
culture is referenced in the learning outcomes, there can be competencies associated with adap-
tion and integration added to each year. The first year should be focused on adapting to different 
cultural scenarios and reacting intuitively to the preferences of international guests. The second 
year should require integration into a different culture’s workplace and/or the integration of 
international approaches into German standards of service. This approach is more holistic and 
integrated than the sections added on for sustainability and digitalisation (pg. 334, 346, 367, 
376, 385). 

4.2 Global Citizenship Education 
The integration of intercultural competencies into vocational education is strongly sup-

ported by international political institutions, such as UNESCO, OECD, and the EU. Each of 
these organisations has released several reports and policy recommendations; however, most 
focus on global citizenship, which closely relates to intercultural competencies and focuses on 
cognitive, socio-emotional and behavioural learning (Council of Europe, 2024; OECD, 2023; 
UNESCO, 2015). These frameworks take a political approach by proposing the application and 
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acquisition of skills through student government and connecting competencies to civic engage-
ment. Furthermore, the recommendations are formulated through input from policymakers and 
practitioners without presenting a strong theoretical foundation. 

There are advantages to this more political approach. It resonates well with policymakers 
and fits neatly into political agendas. The frameworks and recommendations are also very 
clearly formulated for practitioners and provide extensive practical resources (Council of Eu-
rope, 2024; OECD, 2023; UNESCO, 2022). On the other hand the focus on citizen engagement 
and politics risks isolating non-citizens and others unable or unwilling to participate in political 
discussions, particularly in a country where citizenship has historically been difficult to obtain 
and those without it fear of repercussions for speaking out and speaking their opinions (Ten 
Dam & Volman, 2003). This limitation could alienate a significant portion of the student body. 

Finally, vocational education is influenced not only by educational experts but also by mar-
ket representatives. To gain their support, the benefits of intercultural competencies must be 
framed in terms of their tangible business value. Arguing for skills related to global citizenship 
may not resonate with stakeholders, whose primary concern is economic performance (Council 
of Europe, 2024). Hence, the focus should shift towards the workplace relevance of intercultural 
competencies, demonstrating their contribution to improving team dynamics, customer rela-
tions, and organizational efficiency. 

4.3 Cultural Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) or Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP) 
CRP and CSP provide critical perspectives for understanding how vocational education 

curricula can incorporate intercultural competencies. Drawing from Ladson-Billings’ (2014) 
discussion of African American students in the United States, vocational education in Germany 
faces a similar challenge: migrants are often framed in policy and media narratives as deficient 
rather than recognised for the diverse skills and knowledge they bring. Ladson-Billings also 
argues that when educational improvements target marginalised groups, they often lead to ben-
efits for all students. This aligns with the assumption that intercultural competencies should not 
be framed solely as a tool for migrant integration but as a critical skill set that benefits all vo-
cational students, particularly those entering customer-facing careers. 

Ladson-Billings (2014) also critiques the "achievement gap” narrative, arguing that the 
issue is “education debt,” highlighting the responsibility of institutions to address longstanding 
inequities rather than focusing solely on student deficits. This perspective encourages curricu-
lum changes instead of problematising migrants’ abilities like language disparities. By integrat-
ing CRP/CSP, vocational curricula can promote cultural fluidity, encouraging students to not 
just memorise facts, but also develop critical thinking skills and global identities. This can be 
accomplished by prioritising understanding different perspectives of customers and the chang-
ing market. 

For example, in all three vocations marketing and market analysis are important topics. A 
CSP approach would require the development of marketing strategies that speak to and em-
power culturally different potential customers. This goes beyond superficial advertisements tar-
geting specific religious holidays. Instead, marketing campaigns should include inclusive lan-
guage and adapt to diverse needs. These skills and perspectives must be carefully taught. 

While the benefits of CRP/CSP in vocational education are clear, its implementation pre-
sents challenges. One concern is its connection to critical race theory, which has been politi-
cised and stigmatised in various educational contexts (Welton et al., 2023). Additionally, if not 
carefully applied, CRP/CSP can risk isolating cultural groups rather than fostering meaningful 
integration (Paris, 2012). For vocational education, this means ensuring that intercultural com-
petencies are not taught in a way that reinforces cultural division but instead prepares students 
to navigate diverse workplaces with confidence and mutual respect. Addressing these chal-
lenges requires careful curriculum design, educator training, and a commitment to fostering 
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intercultural competencies. Therefore, this theoretical perspective should be integrated into 
teacher training. Incorporating CRP/CSP into teacher training could help address integration 
struggles, reduce discrimination, support educators in managing diverse classrooms and ease 
the integration of intercultural teaching methods (Paris, 2012). 

5 Conclusion 
To effectively incorporate intercultural competencies, vocational education should draw 

on well-established theoretical frameworks. Bennett’s Developmental Model of Intercultural 
Sensitivity provides a practical roadmap for understanding how individuals progress, recognis-
ing the barriers that hinder this progression and designing curricula that facilitate movement 
through these stages. This structure appears to be the most applicable to vocational education’s 
stages of learning and skills-based approach. 

CRP/CSP also provide a crucial lens for making vocational education more inclusive, eq-
uitable and intercultural (Ladson-Billings, 2014). However, their focus on pedagogy and critical 
approach lend themselves better to changes at the teacher training level. This in combination 
with Bennett’s approach integrated into the student curricula would represent powerful change 
at multiple levels of the education system. 

UNESCO’s Global Citizenship Education Framework (GCE) is more often used to empha-
sise the development of skills, values, and attitudes necessary for individuals to engage with 
our interconnected world by governments and international organisations. Even though there 
are numerous recommendations for integration in vocational education curricula and teaching, 
it lacks the applicability to the workplace skills approach of vocational education. Finally, its 
isolating language can alienate migrants and others who feel abandoned by politics. 

Curriculum changes can set the course for widespread improvements; however, sustainable 
change relies on many connecting factors. As I move forward in this research the key will be 
to analyse a theory of change (Weiß, 2001) to ensure that the theoretical curriculum develop-
ments proposed are practical and lead to further improvements in the experience of migrants, 
the intercultural competencies of all vocational education students and ultimately a stronger 
intercultural German economy. The first step is important: Germany needs to equip students 
with the tools and skills to become adaptable, empathetic, and globally competent profession-
als, who actively contribute to a future that values cultural plurality over conformity. 
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Abstract 
Context: Degree apprenticeships (DAs) were introduced in 2015 in England, making them a 
relatively new addition to the vocational education and training system, and the higher educa-
tion system in England. A degree apprentice is an employee where they spend the majority of 
their time, complemented by the off-the-job training offered by an education and training pro-
vider. The focus of this project is to consider the relationship between widening participation 
(WP) and DAs. Specifically, the research sought to understand the extent to which degree ap-
prenticeships were part of existing university outreach plans and identify the barriers that might 
exist for including DAs in WP activities. 
Approach: The research has a case study approach, focusing on two post-92 universities offer-
ing degree apprenticeships, interviewing key stakeholders from these two institutions along 
with two policy makers involved in widening participation and/or higher education. The paper 
also draws on 92 semi-structured interviews conducted with DA stakeholders, which draw on 
themes related to widening participation, demography of apprentices, diversity and motivations 
for participation. 
Findings: There are two types of degree apprentices – those who are newly recruited to a DA 
programme and existing staff who get on the DA programme from an internal post. The first 
are usually young, less disadvantaged and go into sectors such as digital, engineering and pro-
fessional services. The latter group tend to be older, more likely to come from backgrounds 
where parents did not have a degree and tend to be in sectors such as nursing and other health-
related roles. The research found that outreach and recruitment for DAs was generally not in-
tegrated, although both institutions in the study highlighted increasing interest in DAs from 
schools with a greater proportion of higher-attaining students and non-state schools, rather than 
the schools where their outreach typically takes place. 
Conclusions: The findings explore differences that exist between with older apprentices already 
working for the organisation and younger apprentices as new recruits, in relation to widening 
participation. It also explored the role universities are playing in terms of using DAs as a driver 
of widening participation. We found that although universities see DAs as part of their wider 
offer, which can feed into their access and participation plans, employers make the final deci-
sion on whether to employ an apprentice and which one to employ. This means that universities 
can influence but do not have ultimate control over recruitment to address certain imbalances 
of disadvantaged or underrepresented cohorts. 
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1 Introduction 
Degree apprenticeships (DAs) are a relatively new addition to the vocational education and 

training system in England. However, having been introduced in 2015 they are becoming a 
well-embedded element of the vocational and higher education (HE) landscape. DAs were in-
troduced as an inclusive, debt-free vocational pathway into higher education, through a model 
that integrates higher learning and in-work training (DBIS, 2015). A degree apprentice must 
have obtained employment with an employer before they are eligible to enrol in an apprentice-
ship programme offered by an education and training provider (ETP). Apprentices spend most 
of their time with their employer. For funding purposes, at least 6 hours per week on average 
should be dedicated to study if they work 30 hours or more per week (generally for around 20% 
of their time). Off-the-job training is provided by an ETP. The majority of these ETPs are uni-
versities or other higher education institutions (HEIs). 

The rationale supporting the rollout of DAs is that it can support national economic growth, 
address levels of low productivity and meet higher-level skills shortages by establishing a pipe-
line of skilled entrants into the workforce (DfE, 2020). As of 2024 there were 109 Level 6 
(England’s RQF) apprenticeship standards approved for delivery (IfATE, 2024) and 101 uni-
versities in England involved in delivering these (McLaughlin, 2023). These DAs span numer-
ous roles and sectors, including digital, automotive engineering, health, banking, and construc-
tion (Hubble and Bolton, 2019), extending to both public and private sectors. They have proved 
popular, and the number of DA starts (at RQF level 6) trebled from 6,400 in 2017/18 to 25,000 
in 2022/23 (DfE, 2023). This popularity translates into relatively high entry requirements. 

DAs are intended to be a key part of the government’s strategy of improving economic 
productivity through enhancing the skills of the workforce, but they have also been advocated 
as a route to address social inequalities (DfE, 2021). Apprenticeships are often considered as 
catalysts for social mobility (SMC, 2020) and DAs may also have the potential to widen access 
to higher education and professional employment for traditionally underrepresented groups 
(McKnight et al., 2019). Indeed, since their inception, DAs have been portrayed as a solution 
to social mobility, particularly by the late-Conservative Government, on the basis that they 
provide “particular value for those from disadvantaged backgrounds” (Halfon, 2023). Social 
mobility is often defined as the ability to move from a lower to a higher level of education, 
occupational status, social class, or income group (Joye & Falcon, 2014), which could be re-
garded as an output. In this research we study widening participation (WP), an input factor, 
which refers to strategies and policies designed to increase the diversity of the student popula-
tions in HE. This involves creating opportunities for individuals from groups that are histori-
cally underrepresented or disadvantaged, such as those from lower socioeconomic back-
grounds, ethnic minorities, students with disabilities, and first-generation university students. 
In this research we sought to understand how far degree apprenticeships are widening partici-
pation to HE and higher-level jobs. 

On the other hand, for employers, DAs are promoted as a qualification pathway for recruit-
ing, retaining, retraining or upskilling staff with higher-level skills and knowledge tailored to 
the needs of specific industries (OfS, 2019). This aligns with a general sense of employer dis-
satisfaction with existing education and training routes, particularly around their expectation 
that graduates should be ‘ready for work’ and ‘able to have an impact’ for employers immedi-
ately (Mason, 2020; Rowe, 2018; Spencer et al., 2022). Due to the significant differences be-
tween employers, which include large private multinationals, public sector organisations and 
SMEs, there is considerable variation in employer motivations. 
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Apprentices are generally motivated by the prospect of progression opportunities and gain-
ing qualifications, earning while learning, and the enhanced status of being linked to an em-
ployer (OfS 2019; 2019b). The absence of tuition fees for a higher education degree makes DAs 
a particularly attractive pathway for those from low income or disadvantaged backgrounds, thus 
avoiding debt along with the appeal of earning a salary whilst studying (Engeli & Turner, 2019). 
However, tensions also exist as to whether apprenticeship pay is adequate. Analysis of job ad-
verts for DA new starts showed wide variation in salaries. In adverts posted in 2019-2020, 
annual salaries ranged from £7,500 to £30,000 with a mean of £16,497, with around half ad-
vertising at greater than national minimum wage (Baker, 2019; Fabian et al., 2023). Low pay 
would disproportionately affect those from disadvantaged backgrounds, for instance those with 
low or no financial support net or those with caring responsibilities. Additional evidence also 
suggests that DA opportunities are not falling with young people who are most disadvantaged 
and who would benefit the most for having no tuition fees and a level of income. Mackay (2022) 
found that private schools saw degree apprenticeships as a positive addition to post 18 options 
and promoted these compared to other schools or colleges who tended to push their students 
down the traditional university route. Difficulty exists in finding degree apprenticeship vacan-
cies and support throughout the application process, with state school failing to provide useful 
information, leaving them to find and apply for vacancies on their own. Therefore, students 
who had the cultural and social capital needed to manage the application process, as well as 
being in receipt of good support from the school, are those who are likely to be successful in 
gaining a place on a DA. 

For the older workforce without existing degree level qualifications, DAs can offer the 
opportunity to progress in their careers into more high-skilled roles which offer the opportunity 
of increased salaries. For some of these older degree apprentices DAs offer an opportunity to 
engage in higher education that was not available to them previously, at the traditional entry 
point to university, given for example, caring responsibilities, learning difficulties, disenchant-
ment with education, or high opportunity costs (Laczik et al., 2025). 

2 Methodology 
This paper considers the relationship between widening participation and degree appren-

ticeships (DAs). Firstly, it aims to understand the extent to which degree apprenticeships are 
part of existing outreach plans to widen participation in universities and identify the barriers 
that might exist for including DAs in WP activities. It also explores whether DAs are widening 
participation to higher education and higher-skilled roles for both young people, new to the 
labour market, and for older adults already in the workforce. Lastly, the paper considers to what 
extent DAs are supporting opportunities to diversify the workforce. 

In order to investigate these objectives, the paper uses two research studies. The first re-
search took a mixed-method approach involving two case study universities based in England 
(University 1 and University 2), both have significant DA provision as a proportion of their 
higher education offer. They are also institutions with a strong commitment to WP and their 
local labour market. Semi-structured interviews took place with stakeholders from both case 
study universities, including staff involved in outreach and WP activities, employer engage-
ment staff and DA staff involved in policy and strategy at the institution. We also interviewed 
national-level policy makers. In total nine interviews were conducted. Anonymised demo-
graphic data on the qualifications and profile of degree apprentices at each institution was also 
analysed, as well as the publicly available access and participation plans of the two universities. 
A limitation of this is that interviews were not conducted with employers for this part of the 
research in order to get a clearer understanding of their views on WP and diversity. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 165 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

The second research piece took a much broader look at the design and delivery of DAs by 
investigated the experiences of stakeholders involved, including apprentices, employers, edu-
cation and training providers (namely universities), and policy makers. Their perceptions were 
explored through semi-structured interviews, which lasted approximately 1 hour. In total, 92 
interviews were conducted. All interviewees were actively engaged with DAs, except one SME, 
which initially considered engagement but ultimately chose not to, citing their employees’ dis-
interest in DAs. The notes and transcripts from the interviews from both research pieces were 
thematically analysed (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Since the latter piece of research covered many 
areas of DA delivery, for the purpose of this paper, only relevant themes are drawn on from the 
coding structure, such as those relating to widening participation, demography of apprentices, 
diversity and motivations for participation. 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed anonymously, with researchers following the 
British Education Research Association Ethical Guidelines 2024, concerning issues such as 
informed consent, anonymity of interviewees, confidentiality of research data and data protec-
tion (BERA, 2024). 

3 Findings 
There are two types of degree apprentices – those who are newly recruited to a DA pro-

gramme and those existing staff who get on the DA programme from an internal post with their 
existing employer. The first group of apprentices are young, going into a new job role as a 
degree apprentice, often more affluent than the intake for traditional undergraduate pro-
grammes, and in sectors like engineering, digital, and professional services (see also Cavaglia 
et al., 2022). The second group of degree apprentices are usually older existing staff; at Uni-
versity 1, 78% of degree apprentices were aged 25+. At University 2 there was a smaller pro-
portion aged 25+ yet still considerably high compared to the traditional higher education co-
horts (41%). Much of these differences in age are related to the specific sectors where DAs 
were offered. For example, nursing and other health-related degree apprentices are most com-
monly existing staff who have progressed onto a degree apprenticeships from their jobs. 

There is evidence that for universities these mature apprentices would count as widening 
participation, as these degree apprentices may not have otherwise attended university. Although 
we have limited data on socio-economic background of these apprentices, our study gained data 
from one university on highest parental education level. We found that at University 2, of those 
who provided information on their parental education, 57% of degree apprentices’ parents did 
not have degree level qualifications. In health and related areas, this was higher at 64%. This is 
similar to, but higher, than the figure for other undergraduates at the university, where slightly 
more than half of students come from a family where their parents do not have degree level 
qualifications. The limited information available on parental background indicates that it is 
older apprentices who are more likely to come from homes where their parents did not attend 
university. However, currently, existing measures of social mobility in England do not consider 
these older workers, who may have missed out on higher education at 18, as ‘disadvantaged’. 

In contrast, sectors including engineering, manufacturing and digital see DAs as a way of 
recruiting new people to a new job role into the organisation and training them up. These em-
ployers may have ageing workforces, particularly in engineering and manufacturing, and see 
these new recruits as a talent pipeline and the future of their businesses. Some interviewees 
stated that for certain sectors, such as digital and engineering, employers often view DAs as an 
opportunity to diversify their workforce to those traditionally under-represented groups, such 
as women. Recruitment to DAs could also be associated with addressing skills shortages in 
areas of deprivation. Similarly, DAs were identified as contributing to some employers’ corpo-
rate social responsibility agenda as they were developing those in the workforce who had not 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 166 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

previously engaged in degree level study. This was particularly prevalent in the health sector. 
As one employer explained: 

[DAs] capture a demographic that might otherwise not enter our company. So often I 
interview people who say, “I just knew university wasn’t right for me, that’s not the 
way I learn. I’m a practical learner […]. So, I think it captures people that learn via 
different routes to maybe traditional options […] as a result, it brings in diverse talent 
to the organisation. (Large Employer 14) 

Ultimately however, diversity was only discussed by a limited number of employers, and 
not a major consideration for the majority of employers when recruiting to DAs. Some stake-
holders within healthcare remarked that diversity is not a big issue they need to consider be-
cause they already have a diverse workforce, for example a large number of ethnic minorities 
within nursing ‘is there because there is a skills need’ (Large Employer 14). Employers have a 
skills agenda that is primarily their focus, issues around diversity may be a secondary consid-
eration, if at all. 

DAs are becoming an established part of the HE landscape, and there is increasing demand 
from schools and young people to understand and apply for DAs as an alternative to traditional 
full-time university study. However, outreach staff at both our case study universities explain 
how private schools have been more aware of the possibilities of DAs for their students, leaving 
young people at state secondary schools at a disadvantage with less awareness of different lev-
els of apprenticeships and different ways of obtaining a degree. Our stakeholders regarded the 
school leavers who took the DA route as being highly motivated and possessing clarity around 
their short-term career plans. As one of the apprentices explained: 

I knew that I wanted to be like a biological scientist since I was about fifteen or some-
thing. So, I think when you’re sort of presented with the fact that when you’re 18 you 
can just go and do it rather than having to wait three years. (Apprentice 14). 

With regard to the outreach and recruitment activity at the two case study universities, 
generally these were not integrated, with outreach activity still very much focussed on non-
apprenticeship traditional degree recruitment from disadvantaged groups of secondary school 
students. The recruitment at the universities for DAs was more orientated towards employer 
engagement. This was regarded as more of a priority since the employer is the ultimate deci-
sion-maker as to whether to offer DAs or not, and who to recruit to these positions. Universities 
can however have a role in challenging employers in terms of recruitment and practice. As one 
policy maker claimed, universities, as part of their business engagement activity, must advocate 
for certain candidates in the employment setting and support employers with recruitment deci-
sions. We saw limited evidence of universities doing this, such as through strong employer-
university relationships, and through the university supporting the sifting of CVs, in order to 
put forward a balanced portfolio of candidates to the employers. Where this existed, there was 
a trusted relationship between university and employer. However, these practices varied, both 
amongst employers and universities. 

Although universities see DAs as part of their wider offer, which can feed into their access 
and participation plans, employers make the final decision on whether to employ an apprentice 
and which one to employ. This means that universities can influence but do not have ultimate 
control over recruitment to address certain imbalances of disadvantaged or underrepresented 
cohorts. Ultimately, while DAs may enhance social mobility by creating career advancement 
training opportunities for some who had missed out on higher education at age 18, they may 
not contribute to WP in current policy terms which targets young people in its definition. 
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Abstract 
Context: The introduction of the Federal Vocational Certificate (Eidgenössisches Berufsattest, 
EBA) as part of the vocational education and training (VET) reform in Switzerland in the early 
2000s aimed to support the national education policy goal that 95% of all 25-year-olds should 
obtain an upper secondary-level qualification. This two-year VET program was designed for 
individuals with low academic achievement who previously had limited access to formal voca-
tional training. While the EBA facilitates labour market integration for disadvantaged youth, 
research on the creation and adaptation of EBA occupations remains scarce. This study ad-
dresses this gap by investigating how EBA occupations have evolved since their introduction 
in 2004 and the extent to which they meet labour market and societal needs. 
Approach: The study employs a mixed-methods approach. First, an analysis of statistical data 
from the Federal Statistical Office and documents from the State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation examines the evolution of EBA occupations over the past two dec-
ades. Second, case studies are conducted based on expert interviews with professional organi-
sations responsible for developing VET programs. The interviews cover historical and eco-
nomic aspects of new occupational profiles, social integration considerations, and collaboration 
dynamics between stakeholders, including federal and cantonal authorities. 
Findings: Since 2004, 60 new EBA occupations have been introduced across various sectors, 
particularly in health, retail, logistics, and hospitality. The EBA program has successfully pro-
vided low-threshold access to vocational qualifications for young people with weaker academic 
backgrounds, particularly those with a migration history. However, employment rates and 
wages for EBA graduates remain lower than those for individuals with a Federal VET Diploma 
(Eidgenössisches Fähigkeitszeugnis, EFZ). The creation of new EBA occupations is primarily 
driven by employer demand for skilled labour rather than social integration objectives. The two 
case studies - system catering practitioners and two-wheeler assistant - illustrate that profes-
sional organisations initiate EBA programs mainly in response to labour shortages rather than 
educational inclusivity goals. 
Conclusions: While the EBA has become an established entry point into the labour market, the 
goal of significantly increasing upper secondary-level qualification rates in Switzerland has not 
been met. The findings suggest that technological changes or social inclusion alone is not a 
sufficient driver for the creation of new EBA occupations; economic necessity remains the key 
motivator. The Swiss VET system must balance economic interests with social inclusion by 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 170 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

ensuring that EBA programs provide viable career pathways and further training opportunities. 
Future research should explore additional occupational fields and long-term career trajectories 
of EBA graduates to enhance the system’s effectiveness. 

Keywords 
vocational education, labour market integration, federal vocational certificate, occupational de-
velopment, social inclusion 

1 Introduction 
The introduction of the Federal Vocational Certificate as part of the reform of vocational 

education and training (VET) in the 2000s was intended to support the common educational 
policy goal of the Swiss Confederation, cantons, and professional organisations (POs) that 95% 
of all 25-year-olds should have an upper secondary level qualification (Sempert & Kammer-
mann, 2006). In the last 20 years, 60 federal VET certificate (Eidgenössisches Berufsattest, 
EBA) occupations have been created, which are part of the occupational development cycle, 
with regular revisions of all 260 basic vocational training programmes across all occupational 
fields. 

The two-year basic VET with EBA is one of the most important innovations introduced by 
the Federal Vocational and Professional Education and Training Act (VPETA), which was en-
forced in 2004. It is primarily aimed at ‘practically gifted’ individuals and—in contrast to the 
former apprenticeships, the so-called ‘Anlehre’—leads to a federally recognised qualification 
with uniform skills throughout Switzerland (SBFI, 2016). The EBA training programme is in-
tended to provide young people with a post-compulsory certificate education. The training 
courses are based on independent job market-oriented occupational profiles, guarantee follow-
up solutions to the three- and four-year basic vocational training courses with a federal VET 
diploma (Eidgenössisches Fähigkeitszeugnis, EFZ), and provide learners with skills that enable 
long-term integration into the labour market. 

As is generally the case with VET in Switzerland, the POs decide whether there should be 
a two-year basic VET in their occupational field. The Confederation and the cantons, as partners 
in the network, are involved by creating the necessary framework conditions. As with the three- 
and four-year VET programmes, the development of new EBA occupations requires a needs 
assessment to show that the planned EBA qualification profile is in demand on the labour mar-
ket and that permeability to other VET programmes is guaranteed (SBFI, 2014). Thus, the EBA 
is caught in a field of tension: ‘On the one hand, the aim is to define the competencies in such 
a way that holders of the federal VET diploma have good opportunities on the labour market. 
On the other hand, as many young people and adults as possible should be given the opportunity 
to obtain a federally recognised qualification’ (SBFI, 2016, p. 4). Thus, this can lead to con-
flicting goals between integration and inclusion as social objectives and the selection mecha-
nisms in the labour market under the given economic conditions (supply of apprenticeships, 
demand for skilled workers, etc.). 

The regular development of occupations and basic VET is a key reason for why the VET 
system in Switzerland can continue to adapt to changing labour market situations and social 
challenges. However, the development of occupations in Switzerland in general and the EBA 
occupations in particular have barely been studied empirically to date. Although there have 
been a few studies on the retention of EBA graduates in the labour market (Hofmann et al., 
2019; Kammermann et al., 2009; SBFI, 2016), there is a lack of research on the creation and 
permanent adaptation of existing occupations. This project addresses this research gap and 
seeks answers to the following questions: How have EBA occupations developed since their 
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introduction in 2004? Which needs of the labour market and society do EBA occupations ad-
dress? 

2 Methodological Approach 
First, we analyse existing data from the Federal Statistical Office and documents from the 

State Secretariat for Education, Research, and Innovation (SERI). The focus is on the research 
question of how EBA occupations have developed since their introduction 20 years ago. 

Second, we examine the social and economic aspects of the development of EBA occupa-
tions through case studies. The analysis is based on expert interviews with responsible repre-
sentatives of the POs and, if available, reports from the five-year review or the analysis of new 
basic vocational training. The guided interviews cover the following topics: 

 
• History of the new occupation 
• Economic aspects of career development/assessment of the labour market 
• Social aspects of occupational development and the target group 
• Cooperation and lines of conflict within the POs and with the Confederation/cantons 

 
The second of the research focuses on the question of which needs of the society and labour 

market (supply and demand vs. inclusion as a desirable goal) should be met by EBA occupa-
tions. As the project has not yet been completed, we can only present a few preliminary results 
in this paper. Further analyses will follow. 

3 Historical Context: Triggers and challenges 
The introduction of the two-year training programmes in Switzerland, known as EBA, took 

place against the backdrop of specific social, historical, and economic conditions and was a 
response to several interrelated challenges. 

Economic development (de-industrialisation, automation, and outsourcing) in the 1980s 
and 1990s led to a higher demand for qualified workers. Simultaneously, there was a reduction 
in the demand for simple, unskilled jobs, which were often performed by young people who 
had not completed vocational training. Young people with poor school results or a migrant 
background had difficulties entering the labour market or finding an apprenticeship. The ap-
prenticeship crisis (Strahm, 2008) led to a growing number of school leavers who had no pro-
spects in the education system or labour market. Youth unemployment particularly affected 
young people with a migration background, learning difficulties, or school deficits. Due to the 
uncertain economic situation, many companies offered fewer apprenticeships, particularly in 
traditional apprenticeships, which had higher requirements and were primarily geared towards 
the three- to four-year EFZ. 

Further, in the political debates of the 1990s, education and vocational training were in-
creasingly recognised as the key to solving social problems. Countries such as Germany and 
Austria had already introduced low-threshold training programmes that served as models for 
Switzerland, thus prompting political actors and associations to make the vocational training 
system more permeable and inclusive to better integrate disadvantaged groups and relieve the 
burden on social systems (Di Maio et al., 2019). However, the introduction of the two-year 
EBA programmes as part of the VET reform was not only aimed at better integrating disadvan-
taged young people into the labour market and promoting equal opportunities in the education 
system but also to enable employers to adapt training content and formats to their specific needs 
and market requirements (Di Maio et al., 2020). 

The newly created two-year basic training programme is primarily aimed at young people 
with ‘basic academic qualifications’ and does not specifically define other aspects of inclusion 
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that relate to the mental or physical condition of young people. It leads to a fully recognised 
vocational qualification and provides them with low-threshold access to the world of work and 
further training. If required, support is available in the form of expert individual guidance (Stern 
et al., 2018) and the option of subsequently transferring to a shortened three- or four-year basic 
vocational training program. As with the EFZ programme, the learning process for the EBA 
programme is based on practical work in a training company, lessons at a vocational school, 
and inter-company courses. The training is completed with an examination and awards the fed-
erally recognised ‘Federal Vocational Certificate’. The previous option of completing a one- to 
two-year apprenticeship with an individual apprenticeship certificate was abolished (Trede & 
Dauner Gardiol, 2018) and was replaced with a practical training (PrA) for people with learning 
difficulties introduced by social institutions, which is based on vocational training and leads to 
the awarding of individualised certificates of competence (INSOS, 2024). 

4 The Occupational Development of EBA Professions: Decentralised Implementation 
Once the legal basis for the EBA was determined, the corresponding new qualification 

profiles were created in the specific occupational fields. This process of occupational develop-
ment was decentralised—that is, the 140 POs are responsible for creating and revising all oc-
cupations. Their institutional work has a significant impact on the VET system (Baumeler et 
al., 2018; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Strebel et al., 2019). Although it is possible for employ-
ees to be represented in the process, most POs are organised by employers (Strebel et al., 2019). 
They cooperate in the collective VET system (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012), along with the 
responsible state authorities and the cantons. SERI sets guidelines regarding national standards 
for VET and issues an education ordinance for each occupation. It coordinates cooperation 
among the stakeholders and provides financial support for occupational development processes. 
The cantons bear the main financial burden of the public sector, as they are not only responsible 
for vocational schools and teaching supervision but also for conducting the final examinations. 
As intermediary organisations, the POs ensure that the qualification needs of companies are 
met and that they also contribute to VET, mainly by offering apprenticeships. Therefore, both 
the public and private sectors are highly committed to VET and work together as partners 
(Berner, 2013; Berset, 2024). 

The introduction of the EBA involved intensive collaboration among these stakeholders 
(Gonon, 2023): The POs played a central role in the design and implementation of the EBA 
programmes. In addition to the legal framework, the federal government supported the intro-
duction of the EBA programmes by providing incentives. For example, companies that were 
willing to train young people as part of an EBA received state support in the form of wage 
subsidies to reduce the financial risks and costs of training. In addition to the direct support for 
companies, the POs also received funding to develop sector-specific training models for EBA 
programmes. The VPETA also enables the federal government to support the cantons by fund-
ing measures to promote VET. Meanwhile, vocational development of the EBA has been stand-
ardised and is no longer specifically promoted. Nevertheless, new EBA occupations continue 
to emerge. 

5 Development of EBA Occupations: Facts and Figures 
Since the 2004 VET reform, 60 EBA occupations have gradually been created in addition 

to approximately 200 EFZ occupations (see Figure 1). The first two were kitchen assistants 
EBA and retail sales assistants EBA. The most recent occupation is the two-wheeler assistant 
EBA. 
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Figure 1 
Number of new EBA Occupations since 2004 (Author’s own Illustration) 

 
 
EBA occupations have emerged in all branches of the labour market. Currently, apprentices 

are, by far, the most likely to choose an EBA apprenticeship in the field of health and social 
services, with the majority of apprentices being young women. In the case of retail sales assis-
tants, the gender ratio is balanced. Young men often choose EBA training to be logistics or 
automotive assistants (see Figure 2). The EBA thus reflects the same gender differences as are 
common in vocational training in general. 

Figure 2 
10 Most Popular EBA Apprenticeships in 2023 (Author’s own Illustration) 

 
 
Initially, the number of apprentices in EBA training programmes increased in keeping with 

the growing number of EBA occupations since their introduction 20 years ago. However, since 
2020, the numbers have fallen slightly, although new EBA occupations are still being created 
(see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 
Development of the Number of EBA Apprentices by Gender 

 
 
EBA apprentices currently constitute approximately 6.6% of all apprentices in basic voca-

tional training. Compared to the EFZ, slightly fewer number of young women embark on an 
EBA apprenticeship, but young people with a migration background are significantly 
overrepresented. Most EBA learners successfully complete their training, and there are barely 
any differences in the number of apprenticeship contract terminations; however, significantly 
fewer EBA than EFZ learners subsequently return to basic vocational training. The employment 
rates 18 and 42 months after completing an EBA indicate that many EBA graduates remain in 
training after graduation or combine further training and employment. In contrast, the majority 
of EFZ graduates enter the job market straight away. Approximately one-third of them continue 
further education (BFS, 2023). Further, five years after entering the labour market, EBA grad-
uates earn CHF 700 less than those with an EFZ (BFS, 2021) (see Table 1). 

Overall, just under 90% of apprentices in basic vocational education have successfully 
completed their training (BFS, 2024). However, Switzerland’s education policy goal of 95% of 
all 25-year-olds having a qualification at upper secondary level will not be achieved in VET, 
even with the further expansion of EBA occupations. 

6 Occupational Development Processes of EBA in Switzerland: Two Case Studies 
In the following subsections, two newly created occupations in the two-year basic VET 

with EBA are analysed in more detail. In addition to a description of the occupations and occu-
pational activities, we discuss the history of the creation of the new EBA occupations, the eco-
nomic and social reasons for their creation, the cooperation and possible lines of conflict in the 
development phase of the occupations within the POs and in the VET partnership. 

 

0
2000
4000
6000
8000
10000
12000
14000
16000

20
05
20
06
20
07
20
08
20
09
20
10
20
11
20
12
20
13
20
14
20
15
20
16
20
17
20
18
20
19
20
20
20
21
20
22
20
23

EBA	apprentices	by	gender

male female



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 175 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Table 1 
Comparison of EBA and EFZ Learners and Outcomes in Switzerland 
Category EBA EFZ 
Learners 14,000 198,000 
Share of females 37% 41% 
Share of migrants 53% 22% 
Graduates (2023) 6,700 59,000 
Females (graduates) 40% 45% 
Termination of apprenticeship contract 26% 24% 
Re-entry rate after termination 61% 82% 
Employment (18 months after graduation) 43% 68% 
Employment (42 months after graduation) 72% 67% 
Salary (five years after graduation) 4,550 CHF 5,220 CHF 

Note. EBA = Eidgenössisches Berufsattest, EFZ = Eidgenössisches Fähigkeitszeugnis. Data from Bundesamt für 
Statistik BFS. 

6.1 System-catering practitioners 
System-catering practitioners work in companies that operate several restaurants according 

to a standardised catering concept that is typical for the business. They work according to in-
structions and ensure that they act according to the standards of the existing catering concept. 
Their field of work is not limited to the front, with the guests, but also extends to the back area 
of the kitchen and office, where they receive orders and plan the implementation of these orders. 

The PO Hotel & Gastro Formation, Switzerland, has been represented by cantonal or re-
gional organisations throughout Switzerland for over 90 years and unites companies and trade 
unions in a social partnership. These organisations are responsible, for example, for the promo-
tion of apprentices and the organisation of intercompany courses. 

The main reasons cited for the creation of the new occupation are economic considerations. 
Previously, the number of new apprentices had fallen sharply and the number of apprentices 
dropping out was very high for the EFZ system catering specialist created in 2012. 

But there are very, very many apprenticeship drop-outs. And when we look at the rea-
sons for this, it's very often that either the parents had the wrong idea, the young people 
had the wrong idea, they couldn't cope with the level or the vocational trainer. (voca-
tional development specialist in system catering). 

Instead of adjusting the level of the three-year basic vocational training, the decision was 
made to create a new profession that can be trained for in two years. The aim is to include new 
target groups to alleviate the shortage of skilled workers in system catering: On one hand, 
school leavers who do not reach the level required to qualify for the EFZ; on the other hand, 
career changers and those returning to the catering sector, particularly mothers. 

There were many, many mothers who had once trained as bakers or tailors or hair-
dressers or in the retail trade. (...) And they said, yes, but then again, I don't necessarily 
want to go into retail, but... Gastronomy would also be something, and they developed 
really well. (vocational development specialist in system catering). 

By expanding the target group of apprentices to include migrants and people with mental 
health problems, the sector also considers those people to be suitable for EBA training who are 
less likely to be seen in EFZ apprenticeships. This is an inherent part of system catering, not 
only for purely social reasons but also in terms of business development: 
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Of course, you also have to say that the large companies in system catering, can't really 
afford to behave antisocially. They can't pay the highest wages, so they must focus on 
other things as well, so that people stay in the companies for a long time. (vocational 
development specialist in system catering). 

However, the introduction of the EBA profession was not without controversy. There were 
concerns on the part of the cantons, which questioned the funding and need for it and argued 
differently from region to region. 

With the cantons in particular, we faced a lot of headwinds. Because the numbers of 
apprentices were so low, especially in French-speaking Switzerland and Ticino. So, 
when an apprenticeship had to be started for less than ten people from all the cantons 
of Western Switzerland, they were of course not happy when they had to implement 
another EBA profession. (vocational development specialist in system catering). 

There was also initial resistance within the PO, as the organisation represents a large num-
ber of rather diverse businesses, which often have a different understanding of gastronomy than 
the system caterers and should nevertheless support occupational developments in this area. It 
was not the idea that was questioned but, rather, ‘the input-output ratio of the process’ and the 
question of how much money should be invested.	In summary, it can be said that the associa-
tion’s main aim in developing the EBA profession was to counteract existing shortages of 
skilled workers.	

On the other hand, we need skilled workers in the company who can work with guests. 
And the guest doesn't care whether someone has an EFZ or EBA on paper. The main 
thing is that the food tastes good. (vocational development specialist in system cater-
ing). 

6.2 Two-wheeler Assistant 
Two-wheeler assistants work in stores, workshops, garages, or at bicycles or motorcycle 

manufacturers. They work under the supervision of an EFZ mechanic. Their work involves 
assembling and checking parts, repairing and maintaining two-wheelers, and carrying out ad-
ministrative work. Depending on the company, they may also have customer-facing roles. 

The EBA occupation was created in 2024 by the PO 2rad Schweiz. At the EFZ level, there 
is a three-year apprenticeship as a bicycle mechanic EFZ and a four-year apprenticeship as a 
motorcycle mechanic EFZ. The PO has 10 regional sections and there is a generally binding 
vocational training fund to which 1,900 companies contribute, and which is used to finance 
occupational development. Over the last 10 years, the number of apprentices in the motorcycle 
branch has remained stable but has risen sharply in the bicycle branch. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, the bicycle branch experienced a boom, which also increased the demand for skilled 
workers. 

Before the 2004 vocational training reform, two-year apprenticeships were offered region-
ally in the bicycle branch. The integrative effect of the apprenticeships was perceived as posi-
tive, as many young people succeeded in entering the job market: 

...that was already apparent during the apprenticeship, these are the people who are 
super loyal and faithful employees, long-term [...] these are people who were grateful 
that they were able to do an apprenticeship, that they have a job. (PO Board member, 
Northwestern Switzerland section). 
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Despite the introduction of the new Vocational Training Act, the PO did not create an EBA. 
At the time, 2rad Switzerland argued that the branch had no need for this: 

We had to say, yes, we can train, that's true, but A), the quantity structure and B), what 
do the young people do afterwards when they get out of this apprenticeship? Then the 
environment wasn't like it is today. The small companies had one to two hundred per-
cent employment less than today. (2rad Switzerland vocational development special-
ist). 

Other reasons against the EBA, according to the board member of the Northwestern Swit-
zerland section, were the fear of the occupation being devalued, the costs of occupational de-
velopment, and the financing of potentially small vocational school classes. The social aspect, 
which was put forward by individual companies and institutions, did not prevail. For companies 
that had previously trained ‘Anlehre’, this created a gap in the integration of learners with learn-
ing difficulties. Practical training (PrA) ultimately served as a ‘stopgap’ but was perceived as 
having a lower threshold than the former apprenticeship. 

Economic growth and the shortage of skilled workers triggered a change of heart at the PO 
and the cantons also called for a review of whether an EBA was possible. The PO then stated 
that there was now a job market for this profile: 

The branch has grown in general[...]. And the importers in particular have done more 
themselves. [...] That was also an incentive for us to say, okay, now we'll look at it. 
(2rad Switzerland vocational development specialist). 

The EBA is designed to appeal to young people: 

... who may also be a bit fed up with school but are good at their craft. (2rad Switzer-
land vocational development specialist) 

In the association’s communication, the EBA is clearly distinguished from an integration 
offer: vetd, companies are being encouraged to use the potential of the EBA apprenticeship to 
counteract the shortage of skilled workers and find motivated employees in the long term. The 
economic arguments are clearly at the forefront. The companies hope that the two-year appren-
ticeship will enable them to attract skilled workers who will support the mechanics with EFZ 
and remain in the branch for many years. In contrast, social institutions do not see the EBA as 
competition to the PrA, but rather as aligning their integrative offers accordingly. 

We don't set ourselves apart. [...] And they are all very happy that this now exists. [...] 
And if they can take it on, if they want to do it, then all the better. (2rad Switzerland 
vocational development specialist). 

7 Conclusion 
Since its introduction in 2004, 60 new occupations have been created in Switzerland that 

apprentices can complete with an EBA after two years of dual training. The EBA occupations 
primarily appeal to young people who are struggling at school and integrate them into the labour 
market relatively quickly and with a low threshold. Nevertheless, not all young people are suit-
able for an EBA, which is why additional offers outside of the education system and the primary 
labour market are implemented in Switzerland. The goal of 95% of all young people in Swit-
zerland achieving an upper secondary level qualification has not been achieved even with the 
introduction of the EBA. Nevertheless, it appears to be a good solution for a considerable num-
ber of young people to gain a foothold in the labour market. 
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In contrast to other countries with similar programmes, Switzerland's strong emphasis on 
employer involvement has proven successful in integrating young people into the labour market 
in the long term. A comparison with Germany, for example, shows that the short training 
courses are very industry-specific. In addition, the recognition by employers is not uniformly 
regulated, which can complicate labour market integration. In Denmark, on the other hand, 
social integration is the key objective. However, the lack of economic efficiency and standard-
isation means that many graduates have no stable career prospects. 

The assumption that EBA occupations arise from technological change or trends was not 
confirmed in the interviews. Instead, it was found that EBA occupations are created if there is 
a real need for skilled workers in the labour market, which was proven by the PO. Companies 
must provide apprenticeships and declare their willingness to employ EBA graduates. Social 
aspects and inclusion play a secondary role in the creation of new EBA occupations. In the case 
of bicycle mechanics, the idea was present, but it was only implemented when companies real-
ised that they could alleviate some of their shortage of skilled workers by taking on EBA learn-
ers or employees due to a significant increase in the volume of work. The situation was similar 
for system caterers: a clear shortage of skilled workers was the trigger for the creation of the 
EBA occupation. The branch of system caterers experienced that people interested in the occu-
pation had to be rejected because they were not suitable for the demanding EFZ and there was 
a large proportion of people who dropped out of the apprenticeship because they underestimated 
the requirements. 

In the Swiss system, it appears that the social idea alone does not bring about occupational 
development. The branches analysed create vacancies only when they witness an urgent need 
for workers. There are several hurdles to overcome and conflicts to resolve within the VET 
partnership. For example, large, heterogeneous organisations—such as those in the catering 
branch—with many different businesses must convince their companies to support occupa-
tional developments that do not bring direct benefits for all companies equally. At the same 
time, they had to justify to the cantons why an additional new EBA occupation should be added 
to a rather small EFZ occupation, such as a catering specialist. In the case of the two-wheeler 
association, the cantons were receptive when the association’s internal concerns regarding the 
benefits of the EBA and concerns regarding the good reputation of their traditional training 
courses were dispelled. 

The EBA is established in Switzerland and is a good option for an increasing number of 
young people to enter the labour market for the first time. With the EBA, Switzerland has cre-
ated a model that combines economic efficiency with social inclusion and is jointly supported 
by employers, social partners and the state. In particular, the institutional recognition, the high 
level of permeability to higher vocational qualifications and the strong involvement of the econ-
omy makes the Swiss model unique. Nevertheless, it is not a sure-fire way to success. Young 
people in EBA apprenticeships need more support on their career paths. The commitment of 
teachers and company trainers are key factors for the success of these young people. The chal-
lenge for occupational development is to create profiles that enable young people to make a 
productive contribution without overwhelming them and, thus, to develop their potential as 
qualified specialists and balance economic interests and the need for social inclusion. 

In this paper, it was only possible to discuss a small section of the occupational develop-
ment of EBA occupations in Switzerland, as the research project is still in its early stages. More 
detailed analyses and an expansion of the sample are in progress and will contribute to a better 
understanding of the opportunities and challenges offered by this form of short training and the 
possibilities for reconciling existing areas of tension in this context. 
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Abstract 
Context: The purpose of the study highlighted in this paper focused on examining instructors’ 
persistence with Universal Design for Learning (UDL) implementation following an initial ex-
posure to professional development (PD). This project was carried out in Ireland as it is the 
only jurisdiction which currently offers a national UDL PD program, the UDL Digital Badge. 
During the unfolding of the study, it became quickly apparent that VET/ further education sec-
tor instructors discussed a distinct reality in relation to implementation and expressed differing 
needs than their colleagues in traditional higher education institutions. This paper presents the 
analysis of the portion of data related specially to the VET/ further education sector. 
Approach: The theoretical approach to this project was the ecological paradigm as it fully ac-
counts for the complexity of the process of institutional UDL implementation and of the large 
range of implicated stakeholders. The methodological process adopted was phenomenological 
and focuses on the lived experiences of the instructors interviewed; 40 participants were se-
lected, approximately half of them from the VET/ further education sector. Inductive coding 
was used to extract key themes. Thematic analysis was then used as a process to create a lattice 
structure to connect and contrast these themes and generate findings. 
Findings: Findings highlight that (i) the perceptions of this sector about UDL differs from that 
of higher education, (ii) the specific needs of the VET sectors in relation to UDL implementa-
tion have mostly been ignored to date, and (iii) looking ahead, strategic planning for future 
UDL growth in this sector must respond to the idiosyncrasies of this sector. 
Conclusion: Implications suggest that it has been misleading to treat the VET sector and tradi-
tional higher education programs as one unidimensional context when examining and planning 
UDL integration and that future scholarship and research will have to acknowledge this dichot-
omy. 

Keywords 
UDL, inclusion, instructors 

1 Objectives and Context 
The aim of this paper is to begin addressing a gap in the scholarship and field practices 

related to the implementation of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) within the further edu-
cation, vocational education, and trades sectors (FE/VET/TS). UDL has gained in popularity 
and visibility as a framework to support the inclusion of diverse learners both in the K-12 and 
post-secondary sectors. In the tertiary sector, interest is strong, but the process of change and 
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strategic implementation is challenging. Research is growing and emerging literature is helpful 
and promising, but the overarching research project, within which this paper sits and which was 
supported by a Canadian SSHRC Partnership Engage Grant, indicates a dichotomy between 
higher education on the one hand, and the further education (FET), vocational education and 
training (VET), and trades sector (TS) on the other - in terms of practical challenges, pertinent 
resources, specificity of know-how, and culture. 

This overarching project highlighted in this session was a large qualitative study carried 
out within Ireland with the support of a SSHRC Partnership Engage Grant, looking at the vari-
ables that support or hinder instructor’s individual journeys with UDL after initial exposure to 
professional development (PD) on the framework. Ireland is a unique setting where a national 
UDL PD component is offered broadly, known as the AHEAD UDL Digital Badge (AHEAD, 
2024), and thousands on faculty members have received this opportunity for initial exposure to 
UDL. Other institution specific equivalents are also available on a handful of campuses but 
mirror the intentions of the digital badge. One of the key findings of this study was that the 
further education sector (FET) has specific expectations and requirements with regards to UDL 
adoption, and that these sector specific needs are not currently being met. This paper homes in 
on this dichotomy, analyses it in detail, and draws on the findings to formulate implications and 
recommendations. 

2 Literature Review 
The inclusion of diverse learners in the post-secondary sector is an increasing priority glob-

ally and developing frameworks that support this process has been seen an urgent strategic 
priority within many jurisdictions (Hromalik et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2024). Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) has shown specific promise in shifting institutions and practitioners away 
from deficit model practices and administrative processes for retrofitting that are unsustainable 
(Hromalik et al., 2021; Kirsch, 2024). Traditional medical model and diagnostic approaches to 
inclusion in the tertiary sector are also shown to perpetuate stigmatization, create heavy bureau-
cratic delays in service provision, and disempower instructors by providing the illusion that 
inclusion is managed outside the classroom (Arsyad Subu et al., 2025; Owens et al., 2024; 
Zhou, 2023). 

UDL on the other hand translates the social model of disability into classroom practices, 
thereby ensuring that the focus falls on the educator and the learning environment, not on the 
profile of the learner (Fovet, 2014). The social model indeed sees disability as a social construct 
rather than as an individual characteristic; this perspective argues that disability is essentially a 
lack of fit between individual embodiments and the design of experiences, spaces, or products 
that are not inclusive in nature or format (Barnes & Mercer, 2004). The social model encourages 
educators to reflect on their role as designer and to embrace a process of inclusive reflection as 
they tackle these tasks; UDL supports this reflection within the classroom (Lynch, 2024). 

The benefits of UDL adoption for diverse learners is increasingly evidenced in the literature 
(Levey, 2023), but the process of implementation remains challenging in terms of management 
of change (Fovet, 2021). The process of UDL adoption and integration has not been as linear, 
predictable, or seamless as originally hoped. There are several institutional factors that can hin-
der the spread of UDL within campuses (Fovet, 2020). There may also be individual variables 
that negatively impact instructors’ journey and persistence with UDL (Hills et al., 2022). The 
overarching study within which this paper is framed was designed to investigate and analyse 
such variables and their impact. 

It became rapidly apparent within this research project that the FE/VET/TS professionals 
had a significantly divergent experience and trajectory with UDL. This is unsurprising, and it 
is fair to say that, in relation to teaching and learning, these sectors are too often assumed to 
function as the more traditional field of higher education, and to be facing similar realities (Cai 
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& Kosaka, 2024; Compen et al., 2024). Vocational education in fact faces very specific chal-
lenges and these differ significantly from the contemporary preoccupations of traditional higher 
education (Jones, 2024; Mason, 2020). For one, learner diversity is much more immediately 
tangible in vocational education (Teräs, 2018; Zhou et al., 2025); instructors also have a very 
different professional trajectory and training (Tyler et al., 2024; Wahab et al., 2024). It must be 
noted there has thus far been very little research or scholarship focusing on UDL specifically 
within the field of vocational education (Whitelaw & Fovet, 2024). 

3 Theoretical Stance 
The overarching project, from which this paper has been generated, examines the complex-

ity of UDL implementation in the tertiary sector in Ireland, through the ecological paradigm, 
as applied to organizational and strategic structures and processes. Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical 
lens (El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022; Renn & Smith, 2023) has been used effectively to 
acknowledge the complexity of processes of change in complex, multilayered, and multidisci-
plinary organizations (Crawford, 2020; Wang et al., 2024). It is particularly pertinent to tertiary 
education as a sector, as the perspective, needs, expectations, and motivations of stakeholders 
vary widely and do not often coincide (Furman & Gruenewald, 2004; Kinchin, 2023). 

It can be argued that early conceptual models developed around the phenomenon of UDL 
implementation have been reductionist and overly linear in nature. The reality of initiatives 
over the last decade in the tertiary sector has made apparent their limitations. An ecological 
paradigm fully acknowledges and maps out the complexity and relative unpredictability of 
UDL initiatives in a context that surprisingly otherwise presumes ease and continued roll out 
(Fovet, 2021). 

4 Methodological Process 
The overarching research project in question was carried out among 40 tertiary instructors 

in Ireland, with approximately half of the participants recruited from the FET/VET/TS sector. 
Ireland is a unique setting where thousands on faculty members have received opportunities for 
initial PD on UDL through either the AHEAD UDL Digital Badge or institution specific equiv-
alents. AHEAD is an NGO responsible, among other things, for the development of UDL within 
Ireland (AHEAD, 2023). 

The methodological approach adopted in the project situates itself in the phenomenological 
tradition (Guneyli & Lane, 2024). It is pressing to acknowledge that professionals in the field 
are grounding their decision making in relation to UDL, their perception of the process of 
change, and their motivational disposition towards the UDL framework, in the meaning making 
which they generate in situ, often with little access to academic scholarship of theoretical re-
sources (Kirsch, 2024). 

Semi-directive interviews were carried out virtually using video-conferencing software 
(DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). Recordings of the interviews were transcribed; twelve of 
these transcripts were manually coded through a process of inductive coding, looking to the 
data for the generations of categories, rather than to the literature (Veers & Gillam, 2022). These 
emerging codes were then used to categorize the data through all interview transcripts. A pro-
cess of thematic analysis then followed in an effort to create articulated lateral connections 
between these codes, and to conceptualize an analytical understanding of the relationships, con-
nections, and tensions that exist between these thematic categories (Kogen, 2024). For the pur-
pose of this paper, only the thematic elements that specifically relate to FE/VET/ TS have been 
highlighted. The lateral tension that also emerged, during the thematic analysis, between higher 
education narratives and experiences within the vocational education sector, is also showcased 
in this paper. 
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5 Findings 
The key themes, emerging from the overarching study, that relate specifically to the FE/VET/ 
TS sector are as follows. The first three themes can be seen as factors that have a detrimental 
impact on instructors’ journey with UDL. The next three factors, on the other hand, are specific 
to the vocational education sector and can be seen as facilitators that actually support UDL 
initiatives. 

Workload Issues and Precarity of Employment 
While all participant described challenges in relation to fitting UDL implementation work 

within their stretched workload and expressed concerns in relation to the lack of validation they 
received from their institution for this work, the perspectives of instructors from the vocational 
education sector were exacerbated. These educators often discussed precarious work conditions 
and a degree of precarity that limited the amount of time they could dedicate to UDL and in-
clusive redesign work. Contracts were often described as covering solely teaching hours, mean-
ing that these professionals had to dedicate their own personal time to PD, rather than remuner-
ated hours. This fragility is highly tangible in the sector where PD is not usually covered within 
contracted hours, and terms are renewed annually; it has a considerable impact on the sector’s 
ability to keep up with UDL adoption. 

Hesitation and Ambivalence in Relation to Degree of Mastery of UDL as a Framework 
Together with the precarity that surrounds work conditions and undermines intentions in 

relation to PD, participants from the field of FE/ VET/ TS described a certain ambivalence 
when it came to their UDL implementation efforts. For lack of support and access to effective 
PD, some of the participants in vocational education described a lack of confidence with the 
implementation of the UDL framework. Some were unsure as to whether their redesign actually 
fully fitted within the UDL principles; others described some hesitancy as to how UDL over-
lapped and merged with other teaching philosophies they had been introduced to. Most partic-
ipants described feeling a certain haziness when it came to effectively quantifying the success 
of their UDL redesign process. Many explained that it was challenging to assess efforts with 
UDL integration when one had to move on rapidly to new courses, or the challenges of a new 
semester. 

Lack of Support Material Specifically Pertinent to Vocational Learning Spaces 
Many of the environments and spaces where vocational education takes place are unique 

and entirely different than traditional classroom settings commonly encountered in higher edu-
cation. These spaces may include service provision, environments, trade shops, construction 
sites, outside spaces, community environments, etc. UDL implementation in these spaces will 
look very different than in a conventional lecture hall. Participants were generally concerned 
by the lack of resources and support material available to guide their implementation of UDL 
in these unique learning spaces. They felt it was often left up to them to innovate and translate 
UDL guidelines into these unconventional spaces, a process which was described as overly 
onerous. A factor which exacerbates this challenge is that instructors in vocational education 
describe precarious work conditions and a lack of time and stability; this in turn means that few 
of these educators have the opportunity to document their initiatives, publish records of these 
efforts, or create resources that mirror their journey. It leaves the field waiting for support re-
sources that few professionals feel equipped to produce. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 185 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Relevance of Rural and Remote Contexts 
Many of the experiences collected from vocational education professionals were contextu-

alized within rural and remote communities. In this sense, they differentiated themselves from 
the narratives emanating from the stories shared by the higher education instructors which were 
generally characteristic of large urban centres, anonymity, and rare opportunities to engage with 
learners beyond the lecture hall. Most FE/ VET/ TS professionals interviewed had tight con-
nections with community and often knew their learners outside of formal classroom contexts. 
They also often knew the families, and networks of these students and understood the complex-
ities of their daily lives. This tight connection with the communities within which the learners 
live, appear to set the stage for a greater willingness to engage with inclusive practices; it con-
textualizes the UDL intentions of these professionals within a wider engagement with commu-
nity and a broader appreciation of its struggles. 

Reliance on Community 
The notion of community, for most vocational education instructors interviewed went fur-

ther than simply the relationship with learners and the local community. When these profes-
sionals talked about community, they also described tight collegiate links within their institu-
tions, a feeling of working on a scale that allows for authentic working relationship, and an 
understanding that a commitment to inclusive education must necessarily be collective. This is 
an area where FE/ VTE/ TS can lead innovation in UDL implementation by showcasing how 
important collegiate support and mentoring are in the equation. 

Connection to Lived Experiences of Diverse Learners 
All the vocational education instructors interviewed discussed a close connection to at least 

one learner facing significant challenges in their access to learning. In some cases, they were 
talking about their own experiences as younger learners; at times they discussed a partner, 
spouse, or a child. Often too they discussed a learner in the community with whom they had 
dialogued extensively. This is an important dimension when it comes to resilience with the 
UDL model, as it seems to suggest that instructors who have had the opportunity for such close 
connections to the lived experiences of diverse learners are more likely to persist long-term 
with their implementation efforts. Vocational education instructors in closely knit rural com-
munities had the most frequent experiences of this kind. 

Tension Between Tertiary Sectors 
The lateral tension between higher education narratives and experiences from the vocational 
education sector, that emerges from the thematic analysis can be framed as follows. Essentially 
the lived experiences of instructors in both sectors vary greatly, and it is therefore understand-
able that their perceptions of UDL should differ also. The ways instructors view their career 
development, and their promotion prospects are also considerably divergent, from a phenome-
nological perspective, and this will have an impact on the way they see, approach, and tackle 
any desired growth with teaching and learning – including UDL. The student-educator relation-
ship is framed entirely differently in vocational education, and this creates unique conditions 
for the unfolding of UDL initiatives. Finally, notions of community, affiliation, and peer men-
toring are also uniquely different in FE/ VET/ TS institutional contexts, and this shapes UDL 
efforts in a distinct manner. 
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6 Implications 
The sector targeted by this project is known under a range of terminology globally, de-

pending on the jurisdiction targeted; it is alternatively referred to as further education, voca-
tional education and training, or trades education (Cedefop, 2017; Moodie, 2002). The charac-
teristics of this sector, however, are distinct and consistent, irrespective of national idiosyncra-
sies: programs are short, focused on professional competencies; learning is applied; competen-
cies taught closely target employment priorities; students are extremely diverse; leadership and 
administrative processes diverge from those of higher education. All of these characteristics 
mean that the sector has a very distinct approach to the inclusion of diverse learners (Jobir, 
2024; Kristl & Jeznik, 2024). It also means that, as a sector, it will navigate the progressive 
shift to UDL in a very different way than traditional higher education. Management of change, 
towards social model practices, will be addressed in a unique way by vocational education. 
Developing effective, targeted, pertinent UDL training, resources, and processes of implemen-
tation in this sector requires a fine-tuned understanding of its characteristics; the findings of 
project highlight a distinct gap in scholarship and best practices. 

Outcomes include specific recommendations that flow from the findings and that can guide 
the development of resources, professional development, and leadership guidelines specific to 
the VET sector. These recommendations include: (i) developing research projects and scholar-
ship that acknowledges the unique nature of vocational education as a sector, (ii) developing 
PD tools that target the specific needs of professionals within this field, (iii) designing concep-
tual frameworks for management of change within the implementation of UDL that reflect the 
idiosyncrasies of FE/VET/TS institutional contexts, and (iv) creating professional venues and 
forums where vocational education professionals have a space to discuss their specific chal-
lenges with inclusive education and UDL implementation. 
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Abstract 
Context: Transfer of learning refers to the process of applying knowledge learned in previous 
situations, usually the knowledge and methods acquired in school, to different contexts, such 
as in the workplace (Bransford & Schwartz, 1999; Marton, 2006). This process is especially 
relevant in vocational education and training, as learning occurs across different environments, 
from the educational context to the workplace. The objective of this research is to identify and 
analyze whether individual characteristics, motivational beliefs, and perceived training quality 
predict the transfer of learning among vocational apprentices in the Swiss educational context. 
Approach: A total of 840 dual VET apprentices participated in the study, representing four 
vocational fields: administration, retail, hairdressing and beauty, and construction. Participants 
completed a questionnaire assessing their learning transfer, their motivational beliefs (autono-
mous motivation, controlled motivation, default motivation, perceived academic competence, 
and workplace self-efficacy), and their perceived training quality. To address the research ques-
tions, multiple hierarchical regression analyses were conducted in three steps to predict learning 
transfer. 
Findings: Our result suggests that several factors relate to the transfer of learning in the work-
place. Model 1 highlights that first-year apprentices experience a higher level of learning trans-
fer compared to those from more advanced stages, while apprentices in administration and retail 
report lower transfer levels. Model 2 emphasizes the significant role of motivation (both auton-
omous and controlled), academic competence, and self-efficacy in predicting learning transfer. 
Notably, higher motivation and a stronger sense of competence and self-efficacy in the work-
place are linked to greater learning transfer. Finally, Model 3 shows that a positive training 
context—characterized by treating apprentices as adults at school and demonstrating good 
teaching practices—further enhances learning transfer in the workplace. Conclusions: Our re-
sults support previous research that highlights the various elements involved in the transfer of 
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learning. Therefore, our findings contribute with new data to the international literature by iden-
tifying several factors that significantly relate to the transfer of learning process for VET ap-
prentices. 

Keywords 
learning transfer, vocational education, motivation, training. 

1 Introduction 
The transfer of learning refers to the process of applying knowledge learned in previous 

situations, usually the knowledge and methods acquired in school, to different contexts, such 
as in the workplace (Bransford & Schwartz, 1999; Marton, 2006). This process is especially 
relevant in vocational education and training (VET), as learning occurs across different envi-
ronments, from the educational context to the workplace (Mulder et al., 2015). To better under-
stand the process of transfer of learning, it is necessary to adopt an approach that integrates 
individual and contextual factors (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2015). In the 
VET context, various research studies have noted that the transfer of learning involves multiple 
actors, requiring cooperation between vocational school teachers and workplace supervisors or 
in-company trainers during apprentices' VET (Kilbrink & Bjurulf, 2013). 

Previous literature has identified various factors that influence the processes of transfer of 
learning. Systematic reviews on this topic consistently highlight the fundamental role of both 
individual learner factors and contextual or situational factors in the work environment (Blume 
et al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Grossman & Salas, 2011; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2015). 
Furthermore, it has not been determined that individual variables exert a greater influence than 
situational ones, or vice versa (Blume et al., 2010). Given this, the following research question 
arises: To what extent do individual characteristics, motivational beliefs, and perceived training 
quality predict the transfer of learning in VET apprentices? 

1.1 Prior Research on Predictors of Learning Transfer 
On the one hand, individual factors such as cognitive ability (Blume et al., 2010; Grossman 

& Salas, 2011), learning goal orientation (Blume et al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007), auton-
omy (Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2015), self-efficacy (Blume et al., 2010; 
Grossman & Salas, 2011), motivation to learn (Blume et al., 2010; Grossman & Salas, 2011), 
and conscientiousness (Blume et al., 2010; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2015) are facilitators of 
transfer of learning. On the other hand, contextual or situational factors such as a transfer cli-
mate -those situations that either inhibit or help to facilitate the transfer of what has been learned 
in training into the job situation (Rouiller & Goldstein, 1993)- (Blume et al., 2010; Burke & 
Hutchins, 2007; Grossman & Salas, 2011), supervisor and peer support (Blume et al., 2010; 
Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2015), and opportunity to perform (Blume et 
al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Grossman & Salas, 2011) are also facilitators of transfer of 
learning. 

Grossman & Salas (2011) indicate that transfer is facilitated when apprentices perceive 
clear links between training and required job performance and consider the outcomes valuable. 
Additionally, apprentices need opportunities to apply new competencies for successful transfer 
to the workplace (Grossman & Salas, 2011). Towler et al. (2014) indicate that, even when 
transfer of learning occurs within a personalized model, it is still influenced by the workplace 
context. Therefore, it is essential for managers and leaders to prioritize training and ensure that 
apprentices perceive its value. 

It is important to note that few studies have examined the transfer of learning over time 
(Blume et al., 2017). Axtell et al. (1997) analyzed the factors influencing this process and found 
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that, after one month, the apprentices’ perceptions of the relevance and usefulness of the course, 
along with the apprentices’ motivation to transfer skills, are the main initial predictors. Moreo-
ver, these factors play an indirect role in long-term transfer. Subsequently, Chiaburu et al. 
(2010) evaluated learning transfer three months after the training and found that supervisor and 
organizational support are crucial for enhancing self-efficacy and motivation to transfer. Addi-
tionally, they observed a direct relationship between self-efficacy, motivation to transfer, and 
training transfer. 

VET, in particular, requires a more integrated view, where teachers and in-company train-
ers must understand the differences and contradictions between what is learned in school and 
in the workplace, in order to facilitate the connections between the two (Sappa & Aprea, 2014). 
As a result of the lack of understanding regarding how knowledge and skills learned in voca-
tional schools are transferred to the workplace, the knowledge and skills acquired in the educa-
tional context are often underutilized in the workplace (Poortman et al., 2014). Thus, the objec-
tive of this research is to identify and analyze whether individual characteristics, motivational 
beliefs, and perceived training quality predict the transfer of learning in vocational students. 

1.2 The Swiss dual VET Model and Transfer of Learning 
In Switzerland, initial vocational education and training (IVET) is the most common path-

way pursued after compulsory schooling (Federal Statistical Office, 2022). This IVET program 
is primarily implemented through dual modality, combining two main training locations: the 
company and the vocational school (Gurtner et al., 2018). At the international level, Swiss 
IVET exhibits a set of characteristics that make it a reference model, including a low youth 
unemployment rate, the specificity of the skills acquired by apprentices, and strong collabora-
tion between companies and vocational schools (Berger et al., 2018; Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, 2020). 

However, the literature indicates that apprentices report significantly different levels of 
motivation and commitment depending on whether this occurs in a school context or in the 
workplace (Gurtner et al., 2012; Krapp & Lewalter, 2001). In the context of dual VET in Swit-
zerland, Negrini et al. (2016) identified a significant relationship between apprentices' percep-
tions of training quality in the training company and the premature termination of dual VET 
contracts. Specifically, in companies where in-company trainers provide high-quality training, 
the risk of premature termination is lower. In contrast, companies with trainers offering lower-
quality training may experience a higher incidence of premature terminations, or none at all. 
Subsequently, Wenger et al. (2021) emphasize that apprentices' perceptions of their roles in the 
workplace are crucial factors playing a role in their sense of self-efficacy, engagement, and 
satisfaction. Berger et al. (2023) found that the connections between theory and practice are 
key factors for commitment, both in the company and at school. 

2 Method 

2.1 Participants 
A total of 840 dual VET apprentices from the French-speaking region of Switzerland par-

ticipated in the study. They were distributed across four vocational fields: administration (39%), 
retail (25%), hairdressing and beauty (13%), and construction (23%). 

The study population was 54.76% female and 37.14% in the first year of training (n = 312) 
at the time of the study, 28.88% in the second year of training (n = 251), and 32.98% in the 
third and final year of training (n = 277). In terms of the training company’s size, 237 appren-
tices were enrolled in companies with 10 or fewer employees, 228 in companies with 10 to 49 
employees, 182 in companies with 50 to 249 employees, and 193 in companies with more than 
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250 employees. Data collection was realized during school time, in close collaboration with 
school heads. 

2.2 Instruments 
A survey, consisting of the following instruments written in French, was completed by the 

participants. With the exception of the Learning Transfer Perception Scale, which used a five-
point Likert scale, all the instruments used a six-point Likert scale (1= does not suit me at all 
to; 6 = totally suits me). 

In addition to the below-mentioned scales, the following information was reported by the 
participants: gender, vocational field (administration, retail, hairdressing and beauty or con-
struction), training year (1st, 2nd, or 3rd), and the number of employees in their training com-
pany (10 employees or less, 10 to 49 employees, 50 to 249 employees or more than 250 em-
ployees). 

Learning Transfer Perception Scale 
This scale is based on prior work by Devos (2005). The perception of learning transfer was 

measured by ten items (α = .94) with a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 
5 (totally agree). Three items directly question the presence of transfer (e.g.: "I have applied 
what I've learned in this training course in my vocational activity"), six items indirectly target 
the impact of transfer (e.g. "Thanks to the training I received, I'm more efficient"), and one 
question relates to the personal development ("The training contributed to my personal devel-
opment"). 

Motivational beliefs 
Wenger et al. (2022) have developed a scale to measure three types of motivation for choos-

ing an apprenticeship, based on the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & 
Deci, 2017). The first type is called autonomous motivation, which means that the person is 
choosing the apprenticeship because they are genuinely interested in the occupation. The sec-
ond type is called controlled motivation, which means that the person is choosing the appren-
ticeship because of external factors, such as salary or working conditions. The third type is 
called default motivation, which means that the person is choosing the apprenticeship because 
they don't have other training opportunities. 

Autonomous motivation. Autonomous motivation was measured using three items: “This 
vocational field interests me,” “I like the tasks to be carried out in this occupation” and “I enjoy 
doing this job.” (α = .91). 

Control motivation. Controlled motivation was measured by five items: “The working con-
ditions are good (working hours, vacations, etc.)”, “this allows me to already earn a small sal-
ary.”, “this vocational field is valued by my family”, “I will earn a good salary after the di-
ploma” and “this vocational field is valued by my friends” (α = .63). 

Default motivation. The choice of training by default of another option was measured by 
four items: “My first training option was not accessible”, “I had few other career options”, “I 
could not achieve the career of my dreams” and “I had no other way out or alternative” (α = 
.82). 

Perceived academic competence. Perceived academic competence was measured using 
eight items taken from Galand and Philippot (2002). This feeling pertains to the student's self-
evaluation of their abilities to achieve a certain outcome, particularly when compared to peers 
in the same class (e.g., “If I am given enough time, I am capable of doing well in all the 
courses”; α = .77). 
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Workplace Self-efficacy beliefs. The feeling of personal efficacy in the occupational con-
text was measured using the seven items of the Occupational Self-efficacy Beliefs Question-
naire – short version (Schyns & von Collani, 2002; French translation by Rigotti et al., 2008). 
This scale assesses the extent to which people feel they can cope with job demands (e.g., “If an 
unexpected situation arises at my job, I always know how to behave”; α = .78). 

Perceived training quality. To measure perceptions about the quality of training we used 3 
aspects of the IQAD (Quality inventory in dual learning (Inventaire de la Qualité en Ap-
prentissage Dual) (Berger et al., 2022): Being considered as an adult at school (5 items, e.g., 
“At school, I feel treated like a responsible adult”; α = .69); Relationships in the company (7 
items, e.g., “My work colleagues are nice to me”; α = .83); and Teaching practices (6 items, 
e.g., “My teacher shows me that he or she likes teaching”; α = .86). 

2.3 Data Collection Procedure 
Following authorization by the relevant state authorities, data were collected via an online 

questionnaire from vocational schools located in the French-speaking part of Switzerland. In 
line with ethical principles of research, participation was voluntary, and anonymity was guar-
anteed. 

2.4 Data Analysis Procedure 
To address the research questions, multiple hierarchical regression analyses were con-

ducted in three steps to predict learning transfer. The first step involved introducing a set of 
individual characteristics (gender, company size, training year, and the vocational field) as po-
tential predictors of learning transfer. In the second stage, motivational beliefs (i.e., autonomous 
motivation, controlled motivation, default motivation, perceived academic competence, and 
workplace self-efficacy) were added as predictors. Finally, in the third step, three aspects re-
lated to the perceived quality of training were also introduced: being treated as an adult at 
school, workplace relationships, and teaching practices. To include non-continuous or non-di-
chotomous variables as predictors, vocational field, training year, and number of employees in 
the training company were recoded as dummy variables following the guidelines of Cohen et 
al. (2003). 

3 Results 
The means of all scale scores and their standard deviations are presented in Table 1. 
The zero-order bivariate correlations between learning transfer and the dimensions of aca-

demic competence, self-efficacy in the workplace, and motivational aspects are presented in 
Table 2. This section shows the correlations for the variables included in the multiple regression 
analyses. 

All correlations are statistically significant and highly consistent. The only negative corre-
lation we found is between default motivation and learning transfer. 

Table 3 presents the results of the hierarchical regression in three steps, which aim to ex-
plain the transfer of learning from school to the workplace during training in the company. 

Overall, the results indicate an increase in the explained variance during the progression of 
the three models. Model 1, including only individual characteristics, accounts for a modest 
portion of the variance in learning transfer within the training company (R² = 0.103). Model 2, 
which includes the five dimensions of motivational beliefs (academic competence, self-efficacy 
in the workplace and three types of motivation for choosing an apprenticeship), offers a signif-
icantly better explanation of this variance (Δ R² = 0.096; R² = 0.199). Finally, in Model 3, 
aspects of the perceived training quality are introduced, leading to a significant increase in the 
model's explanatory power (Δ R² = 0.165; R² = 0.363). 
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics 

Dimension M SD 
Learning transfer 3.02 0.95 
Motivational beliefs   
Autonomous motivation 4.79 1.18 
Control motivation 3.97 1.14 
Default motivation 2.98 1.53 
Perceived academic competence 4.15 0.93 
Workplace Self-efficacy beliefs 4.51 0.76 
Perceived training quality   
Being considered an adult (at school) 3.70 1.22 
Relations and management in the company 5.06 0.87 
Teaching practices 4.30 1.03 

Note. n = 840. Learning transfer used a 5-point Likert scale, while the rest of the dimensions used a six-
point Likert scale. 

Table 2 
Correlations Between Individual Characteristics, Motivational Aspects, Perceived Training 
Quality, and Learning Transfer 

Dimensions Learning transfer 
Individual characteristics  
Gender (male) .074 
Companies with 10 or fewer employees .118 
First-year of training .097 
Third year of training -.089 
Hair dressing and beauty .153 
Administration -.257 
Retail -.021 
Motivational beliefs  
Autonomous motivation .278 
Control motivation .203 
Default motivation -.120 
Academic competence .221 
Self-efficacy in the workplace .224 
Perceived training quality  
Being considered an adult (at school) .525 
Relations and management in the company .108 
Teaching practices .390 

Note. n = 840; r ≥ |.07|, p < .05, r ≥ |.09|, p < .01; r ≥ |.12|, p < .001. 

Model 1 indicates that first-year students and the vocational field (Administration and Re-
tail) significantly explain the learning transfer in the company, thus, first-year apprentices re-
port a higher level of learning transfer in the company, while apprentices from Administration 
and Retail report a reduced level of learning transfer. The results of Model 2 indicate that au-
tonomous motivation, controlled motivation, the sense of academic competence, and self-effi-
cacy in the workplace significantly contribute to explaining learning transfer in the company. 
In other words, higher levels of autonomous motivation, controlled motivation, academic com-
petence, and self-efficacy in the workplace are associated with a greater sense of learning trans-
fer in the company. Finally, the results of Model 3 indicate that the perceived training context 
provides additional information to explain learning transfer in the company: trainees who feel 
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they are treated as adults and perceive good teaching practices report greater learning transfer 
in the company. 

Table 3 
Hierarchical Regression Analysis 

Predictor Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 β β β 
Individual characteristics    
Gender (male) -.015 -.025 -.007 
Companies with 10 or fewer employees .036 .055 .064 
First-year .087* .071 .052 
Third year -.059 -.029 -.036 
Hair dressing and beauty .010 .017 -.025 
Administration -.324*** -.267*** -.131** 
Retail -.157*** -.076 -.026 
Motivational beliefs    
Autonomous motivation  .133** .106** 
Control motivation  .132*** .083* 
Default motivation  -.016 .013 
Academic competence  .130*** .073* 
Self-efficacy in the workplace  .084* .060 
Perceived training quality    
Being considered an adult (at school)   .386*** 
Relations and management in the company   -.015 
Teaching practices   .109** 
R² .103 .199 .363 
F Variation 13.67*** 19.72*** 71.00*** 

Note. n = 840; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. All VIF coefficients are below 3, and the Durbin-Watson is 
1.90. 

4 Discussion 
The objective of this research is to identify and analyze whether individual characteristics, 

motivational beliefs, and perceived training quality predict the transfer of learning in vocational 
students. Previous studies have found that motivation to learn (Blume et al., 2010; Grossman 
& Salas, 2011), self-efficacy (Blume et al., 2010; Grossman & Salas, 2011), autonomy (Burke 
& Hutchins, 2007; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2015), and supervisor and peer support (Blume et 
al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2015) are key facilitators of learn-
ing transfer. 

Studies such as those by Axtell et al. (1997) and Chiaburu et al. (2010) have highlighted 
the crucial role of motivation in sustaining learning transfer over time. This research presents a 
novel approach by examining different types of motivation (autonomous, controlled, and de-
fault), revealing that not all motivations relate to learning transfer in the same way. Autonomous 
motivation emerges as the most significant predictor, while default motivation does not predict 
learning transfer. Contrary to our expectations, we found that controlled motivation was a pos-
itive predictor of learning transfer. Future research should continue to explore the role of dif-
ferent types of motivation, analyzing, for instance, whether the positive effects of autonomous 
and controlled motivation remain consistent over time. 

Our findings suggest that academic competence is a crucial predictor of learning transfer. 
This result supports previous research, which has demonstrated that goal orientation (Blume et 
al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007) and cognitive ability (Blume et al., 2010; Grossman & 
Salas, 2011)—both characteristics associated with academic competence—are linked to learn-
ing transfer. Furthermore, our results are in line with studies identifying self-efficacy as a pre-
dictor of learning transfer (Blume et al., 2010; Grossman & Salas, 2011). 
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Consistent with previous research, a positive training context—characterized by treating 
apprentices as adults and demonstrating exemplary teaching practices—further enhances learn-
ing transfer in the workplace. This underscores the crucial role of the work environment and 
supervisor support in facilitating learning transfer (Blume et al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; 
Sitzmann & Weinhardt, 2015; Towler et al., 2014). 

This study offers important implications for VET. First, it highlights the significant role of 
autonomous motivation as a key predictor of learning transfer. This suggests that educational 
institutions and companies should focus on promoting autonomy among apprentices through 
pedagogical approaches that foster self-directed learning. Moreover, academic competence and 
self-efficacy emerge as crucial factors in learning transfer. Training programs should not only 
focus on developing technical skills but also strengthen self-efficacy through achievable goals 
and continuous feedback. Finally, the training context in the workplace also serves as a key 
facilitator of learning transfer. Organizations should invest in creating learning environments 
that encourage active engagement and motivation, which in turn will enhance the transfer of 
learning to professional practice. 
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Abstract 
Context: Various public policies emphasize VET's capacity to address exclusionary situations 
and promote development. Among other factors, the inclusive potential of VET could also be 
associated with the presence and engagement of a broad variety of agents in the delivery of 
VET. In Spain, the involvement of non-traditional educational agents, such as Local Admin-
istrations or grassroots social movements, has been particularly significant in the implementa-
tion of initiatives, programs, and devices addressed to students facing educational exclusion. 
Approach: This study aims to deepen the understanding of the role play by non-traditional 
school agents within the Spanish VET context. To fulfil our objectives, we decided to adopt a 
qualitative framework. Specifically, we opted for a single case study conformed by a VET 
training centre which was set up by a grassroots movement. Findings: Findings demonstrate 
that the inclusive capacity of VET provided by these traditionally school-based agents is pri-
marily linked to a conception of VET associated with social transformation. Conclusions: The 
findings indicate that the inclusive potential of Vocational Training is linked to its ability to 
diverge from certain characteristic forms of the educational system. 

Keywords 
inclusive education, school failure, inclusive VET, community schools, critical ethnography 

1 The Right to Education and VET 
The origins of the contemporary education system can be traced back to the context of the 

French Revolution and the ideals of the Enlightenment (Condorcet, 2001 [1792]). In that con-
text, the innovation that it was the national education systems, and its transformative potential, 
were soon reduced to the current system of state-run education (Puelles, 2013). As result, the 
transition from the concept of a national education system to the contemporary state-run system 
contributed to the establishment of dual and exclusionary educational systems (Puelles, 2013). 
Moreover, from a detailed examination of historical evidence is clear that education systems 
were not originally designed to accommodate the entire student body (Viñao, 2011). Conse-
quently, it is remarkable that the right to education was materialised on education systems 
which were clearly elitist and strongly oriented towards the development of their selective func-
tion (Viñao, 2006). The effects of these essential characteristics of education systems have been 
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expressed through phenomena such as school failure, school drop-out or early school leaving, 
which have become major social problems in most countries (García-Cid et al., 2025). Besides, 
these essential attributes of education systems have been reflected in the neglect of the varied 
cultures associated with students from popular and working-class backgrounds, as well as other 
minorities. As result, school institutions have been identified as symbolically violent (Bourdieu, 
1989) by the very nature, which is reinforce by its hierarchical grading system and exclusivist 
effect on society. So, thinking in a significative part of the students, we can conclude that the 
right to education cannot be easily achieved within education systems. 

These characteristics of the education systems are relevant, particularly since such systems 
represent “a very rare cross-cultural consensus” (Gimeno, 1999, 12). In contrast, Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) systems exhibit considerable diversity when compared to edu-
cation systems. In this regard, VET systems are distinctly situated within their specific contexts, 
and their developmental trajectories reflect more evidently the unique characteristics of their 
local environments (Brunet & Moral, 2017; Pereira et al., 2016). Moreover, VET systems need 
to be locally rooted (Billett, 2025). As result, VET systems have traditionally exhibited a greater 
openness to the involvement of diverse of agents, including agents without experience within 
the education systems (García-Goncet, 2023). Nevertheless, currently, VET systems are in a 
process of convergence at international level, especially in Europe (Luzón & Torres, 2013; 
Psifidou, 2014; Zaunstöck et al., 2021). 

Considering the intricate and ambiguous circumstances surrounding the implementation of 
the right to education within the education systems, VET have been pointed out as an alternative 
which can assume a rights-based approaches to education (Zancajo & Valiente, 2019). In Spain, 
different local initiatives related with VET systems have been a key element to promote the 
right to education among those students who could not enjoy this right during their compulsory 
education (Bernárdez-Gómez et al., 2021; García-Goncet, 2022; Pruaño et al., 2019). Students 
who lived educational exclusion (Tarabini, 2018) have found opportunities in these local initi-
atives to avoid various social problems as well as a way to reengagement in education. In fact, 
various global and international agendas related to educational public policies have been em-
phasizing vocational education and training (VET) as a suitable pathway for fostering social 
cohesion and inclusion for several decades (CEDEFOP, 2020; UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2024; 
OECD, 2024). The unique position of VET within the social framework supports these asser-
tions, as nearly any public policy associated with VET extends beyond the educational sphere 
and has a direct impact on the economy or employment. Recent research findings also align 
with this perspective (López et al., 2023; Tūtlys et al., 2025). 

Therefore, VET is generally considered as a suitable alternative for individuals from sec-
tors of society that are in more vulnerable situations (European Agency for Development in 
Special Needs Education [EADSNE], 2013; Gonzálvez & Marhuenda-Fluixà, 2021; Psifidou 
& Grm, 2022). This perspective reinforces the idea of VET as a privileged tool with sufficient 
potential to address issues of social exclusion (Martín-Gutiérrez, 2020). However, this under-
standing of VET is not a recent development; for decades, it has been recognized as a primary 
pathway for economic and social advancement (López et al., 2023; Lopez-Fogues, 2016; Nils-
son, 2010). In fact, the novelty may lie in a redefinition of general education which suggests a 
certain form of vocationalism, where “[t]he broadest conception of vocationalism is the view 
that schools are primarily devoted to preparing students for different occupations” (Grubb, 
1985, 526). 

2 VET and Non-traditional School Agents 
VET is formally defined as “education and training which aims to equip people with 

knowledge, know-how, skills and/or competences required in particular occupations or more 
broadly on the labour market” (CEDEFOP, 2014). However, VET is also pointed as one of the 
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most effective mechanisms to promote social equity through equipping citizens to participate 
in continuously changing labour market that characterise our contemporary society (UNESCO, 
2015). We will focus on this double objective and, particularly, on how VET can make a dif-
ference when education systems have missed the opportunity to equip pupils with the right 
knowledge, skills and values to ensure their social participation during compulsory education. 

In this paper we reflect on VET as an alternative strategy to overcome educational exclu-
sion (Escudero, 2020; Tarabini, 2018). As it was mentioned, we will take into account the dif-
ferent characteristics between regular education systems and VET systems and, principally, the 
openness of VET to the participation of different agents as crucial distinctive. As result, the 
involvement of this diverse range of agents is also reflected in the existence of various types of 
VET centres. Therefore, it could be argued that VET's connections to local contexts, together 
with the active participation of a wider range of social agents, could play an important role in 
increasing VET's capacity to democratise the school curriculum and improve the accessibility 
of the right to education for all students, specially, those with working class and popular back-
grounds, as well as other minorities. Thus, it could be interesting to deepen the characterisation 
of these social actors who are active in VET systems and are really engaged in overcoming 
educational exclusion, as they promoted different initiatives, programmes, and even VET cen-
tres, but –at the same time– they do not play any relevant or official role within the education 
system. In this sense, these agents play an intense educational role, but they are not traditional 
school agents. Who are these non-traditional school actors? Why are they involved in educa-
tional problems such as school failure, school drop-out or early school leaving? What do they 
purpose? How do they experience the current changing context of VET and education? 

To think about this, the concept of field can be useful. The concept of field, as articulated 
by Bourdieu (1989, 2007), offers a framework for understanding dynamic and plural networks 
among agents, both externally (among different fields within the same social space) and inter-
nally (among the agents operating within the field). These networks of relationships also en-
compass competition and conflict, enabling us to conceptualize the dynamics of the field as 
processes of continual modification of preexisting relationships, while remaining intertwined 
with the reproduction of power and domination relations within the field (Martín Criado, 2010). 
According to this, recognise the participation of non-traditional school agents in school field is 
relevant, as well as to explore their special contribution to, on one hand, overcome the educa-
tional exclusion and, on the other hand, to ensure the right to education of those students who 
finalised their compulsory education without the required competences. 

3 Purpose 
In this paper we focus on VET programs and devices developed by non-traditional scholar 

agents within the Spanish education system to fight against educational exclusion (García-Gon-
cet, 2018; García-Montero, 2022). That is, programs and devices in which different set of edu-
cational, social and political agents are involved with. In most of the cases, in Spain, the initia-
tive of Local Administrations and grassroots social movements have significantly contributed 
to the development of these programs and devices since the late seventies, despite the absence 
of any educational responsibilities assigned to these agents (García-Goncet, 2023). Exactly for 
that reason, these two agents can be identified as non-traditional school agents in the context of 
the Spanish education system: none of them have got any formal educational responsibilities 
within the education system but, at the same, they have been working to overcome some of the 
most relevant educational problems, such as the educational exclusion related to school failure 
or early school leaving. 

Thinking in terms of the capacity of VET to include all students or, at least, a broader 
spectrum of pupils than the rest of the education system, the active participation of these non-
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traditional school agents is relevant. So, the involvement of non-traditional agents in the edu-
cational field raises important questions regarding their capacities to reinforce an inclusive 
VET: how can these non-traditional agents play this role in favour of inclusion? Which charac-
teristic do they allow them to implement a more inclusive education and VET? How do they 
manage to overcome educational exclusion? Moreover, other questions could be: why do non-
traditional agents engage within the school field? How do they seek to achieve their goals 
through the participation in the school field? In view of that, this contribution presents some 
results from an ongoing research process focuses on the participation of these non-school agents 
in the Spanish school field. At the moment, our aim is to explore the how the participation of 
non-traditional agents can increase the inclusive potential of VET in order to fight against edu-
cational exclusion. Particularly, our primary objectives are twofold. First, we aim to achieve a 
deeper understanding of the motivations that drive grassroots social movements to intervene in 
the Spanish school field and how their vision influences the promotion of more inclusive VET. 
Secondly, we will try to identify how their vision is implemented in VET centres. 

4 Methods and Research Scenario 
To fulfil our objectives, we decided to adopt a qualitative framework (Flick, 2009). Spe-

cifically, we opted for a single case study (Stake, 1999; Yin, 2018) as the most effective means 
to explore the motivations and experience of non-traditional school agents in the Spanish con-
text. The case is conformed by a VET training centre which was set up by a non-traditional 
school agent: a grassroots movement. The grassroots movement was a neighbourhood associa-
tion. In the early 1980s, following the inaugural elections for the newly established City coun-
cils post-dictatorship, the neighbourhood association successfully negotiated with the Local 
Administration to develop a new educational initiative addresses to youngsters who found prob-
lems during their academic trajectories within compulsory education and were dropping out. 
Through this cooperation, in 1986, the neighbourhood association and the City council 
launched a new training offer. As in other cases as in other cases in Spain (Alberich, 2007), this 
initiative provided local youth with the opportunity to pursue further education, specifically in 
plumbing. Initially, approximately 15 young men began their plumbing training. The plumbing 
training program was enriched with a range of arts workshops and other academic subjects. The 
training program lacked official accreditation, as well as the VET centre had no affiliation with 
the educational system. 

Nowadays, the VET centre accommodates around 120 students each academic year, with 
approximately two-thirds of the student body being male, as the majority of female students 
tend to enrol in programs related to the hospitality industry. Additional training programs in-
clude courses in welding, logistics management, and cooling systems. Moreover, the VET cen-
tre has carried on relevant modifications in the recent years in order to profit the new opportu-
nities opened by the new Education Law, as now basic VET is a new way to achieve the diploma 
of compulsory education. So, lately, all the training programs are officially recognised by the 
Education authorities and the VET centre became a regular education centre. 

The VET centre is located in a working-class neighbourhood of one of the biggest cities in 
Spain. That is, in the area where the grassroots movement emerged during Franco´s dictator-
ship, advocating for freedom and improved living conditions in the neighbourhood. Data have 
been collected by developing a critical ethnography (Beach y Vigo-Arrazola, 2021) during four 
years, from academic year 2019-2020 to 2022-2023. As result, data recollection included par-
ticipant observation, field diary, formal and informal interviews, as well as analysis of official 
and institutional publications. 
 The analysis was carried following a deductive-inductive process (Gibbs, 2012), inspired by 
the grounded theory. The analytical categories emerged during the process, leading to the trans-
formation of the initial categories identified in the review of the academic literature (Cohen et 
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al., 2002). Finally, the results are presented around the following analytical categories: A trans-
formative mission, Beyond the schooling (Taller Vrs Aula, Prof militantes, saber práctico Vrs 
credencial), and Facing new challenges (atractivo de la profesión y la adultez, world of labour 
y credencialismo). 

5 Results 

5.1 A Transformative Mission 
As we concentrate on non-traditional educational agents who do not possess an explicit 

and formal mandate to engage in the development of educational services, it becomes particu-
larly relevant to consider the motivations that drive these agents to participate in initiatives 
aimed at combating educational exclusion. In this context, one individual from the neighbour-
hood association involved in the implementation of the case study shared insights regarding the 
overarching perspective from which they approached the issue: 

Well, you may wonder what a Neighbourhood Association is doing setting up these 
cultural services, because there are the academies or... Here, we are not trying to re-
place any academy, nor we have tried, from the Association, to provide technical 
knowledge that can be obtained elsewhere (...) What we are trying to do here is to 
provide a service or to try to help cover the needs of the people in the neighbourhood, 
and there is no doubt that, maybe not so much today, but certainly 40 years ago it was 
very strong (...) the lack of knowledge, of culture, I would say that it made them and 
still makes them very vulnerable to any kind of manipulation, of exploitation (...) So 
it is clear what the Association is trying to do. (AUMA, 39: 00) 

The presented testimony fragment illustrates the tensions related to the involvement of the 
neighbourhood association in the provision of VET services. On one hand, they did not intend 
to disrupt the existing VET offerings provided by traditional educational agents. On the other 
hand, they set an ambitious goal that went beyond mere professional qualification: they aimed 
to initiate a cultural project that would foster critical thinking among participants, thereby mit-
igating the risks of "manipulation" and "exploitation." Consequently, the mission of the neigh-
bourhood association encompassed providing vocational training that transcended a mere focus 
on technical aspects. In fact, another participant involved in the launch of the original initiative 
indicated that 

The training program did not solely focus on plumbing training. The initial educator 
had a keen interest in photography, which led him to establish a small photography 
workshop for the students. Additionally, he was passionate about ceramics, prompting 
the students to engage in ceramic creation. Cultural visits to the city and excursions 
into nature were also organized. Thus, the approach extended beyond vocational train-
ing, fostering student engagement through a variety of activities. (ET1TS, 8:42) 

As evidenced in the statement, from its very beginning, the case study positioned its pro-
posal beyond a strictly professional understanding of VET. The objectives aim not only to go 
beyond the attainment of purely technical competencies, but also to ensure that the educational 
program remains flexible enough to consider and incorporate the interests of all participants 
involved in the experience. Throughout our observation period, we noted numerous instances 
in which teachers took into account the perspectives of the students. Consequently, we can 
deduce that this aspect is a defining characteristic of the case. This feature is distinctly recog-
nized by the students themselves as a hallmark of the Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
center. One of the students remarked to us 
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The teachers really value everyone's input. They ask you questions like, "Hey, how 
would you approach this?" They genuinely care about what the students think. Plus, 
they let you make mistakes. They’ll say, "If you want to try it that way, go for it, but 
it might not work out." At least you get to see for yourself how it goes. In high school, 
it’s different; they just ignore you and let you mess up if you want. (ETNB, 36:17) 

5.2 Beyond the Schooling 
From its inception, the VET centre adopted a profoundly educational and transformative 

approach to its mission. In alignment with this mission, the implementation of the training pro-
gram was sufficiently open to listen to and accommodate the potential interests of all partici-
pants. This was further supported by an organization of spaces and timetables that distinctly 
diverged from the traditional school structure found in most VET centres. This observation was 
noted in one of our initial assessments: 

As I ascended and observed the students engaged in culinary tasks, the distinct class 
groups were not easily identifiable, nor was it apparent whether they were in their first 
or second year. The instructors had organized the students based on the specific tasks 
to be performed, resulting in a distribution of students throughout the kitchen at their 
assigned stations. A similar scenario was observed among those training in the restau-
rant and bar service specialty.  However, during my discussion with the coordinator, 
he explained that the aim is to replicate the typical organization found in a restaurant 
establishment. In this framework, second-year students generally take on roles that 
involve some level of supervision over their peers, primarily first-year students. These 
distinctions were highlighted by the different colors of the aprons worn by the students. 
The roles of coordination and supervision rotate among all students, providing them 
with opportunities to practice and develop various competencies. Interestingly, in the 
conversation I observed today, the instructor advised the student on how to address 
their peers in the capacity of a maître or head of the dining room, thus assuming re-
sponsibility for the restaurant's organization: “You need to tell them what to do and 
how it is expected to be done, but with respect”. (Field notes, 29/10/2019) 

The structure of the VET center is not solely a strategy aimed at enhancing the effectiveness 
of training in terms of professional skill acquisition. It is certainly acknowledged that such an 
organization contributes to students feeling more competent when acceding to a job. Neverthe-
less, there is another significant reason for choosing this organizational model for the VET 
center and its educational program. This perspective was shared by one of the individuals in-
volved in the design and development of the community initiative, 

To simply replicate what already existing practices is unnecessary for our existence. 
This is not a school or a place for those who have fallen behind. Instead, it offers a 
unique alternative that was originally designed to connect with the world of labour and 
steer clear of street life. I believe that makes a significant difference. It’s an educational 
center like any other, but with its own distinct features. (ET1TS 1:11) 

Beyond the effectiveness of a potential organisational model of the VET centre in terms of 
professional skill acquisition, our case study primarily examines its structure as a means to 
bridge the gap between education system and the world of labour. Consequently, the VET cen-
tre was designed to closely replicate the work environments in which its students are expected 
to participate in the near future. This replication of authentic work contexts also served to dif-
ferentiate the centre from traditional organisational model in education. The necessity to move 
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away from conventional organisational model in education is evident, as such scholastic organ-
isational model had failed to demonstrate its relevance in ensuring the right to education for the 
students of the studied VET centre. Ultimately, the emphasis on the world of labour reflects the 
backgrounds of many individuals who initiated and have supported the VET centre through the 
local community association. In our research, we sought to identify the key promoters of the 
VET centre, discovering that they were primarily local residents, most of whom were manual 
labourers. In the words of Ventura (2010). 

It was always the story of manual labourers, who today might be labelled as unedu-
cated and uncultured. Who were their leaders? What actions did they take? I was 
searching for the intellectuals, the scientists, and the prominent figures from the bour-
geois class, but I couldn't find them. They simply weren't there. Everyone—without 
exception—was a worker. (Ventura, 2010, 8) 

However, as we outlined when presenting the research context, the training provided by 
the VET centre has gradually gained official recognition over time. Furthermore, the VET cen-
tre has recently been acknowledged as a regular educational institution by the educational au-
thority. This development suggests that traditional school organizational logics may be gaining 
power within the VET centre. During our observation period, we noted the presence of tensions 
arising from the misalignment between the VET centre's organizational structure, which try to 
emulate the world of labour, and the organizational demands imposed by education authorities. 
Nevertheless, both the management team and the majority of the teaching staff remained com-
mitted to resisting the adoption of a conventional organizational model within the VET centre. 

5.3 Facing New Challenges 
While the changes related to the official recognition of the educational offerings at the VET 

centre and the new status of the centre, as an official educational institution, present significant 
challenges, they are not the only ones. In addition to the tensions that the VET centre may 
experience due to its new position within the educational system, our research has revealed a 
substantial challenge that remains unaddressed: the diminishing importance of the world of 
labour market among the current student population. 

While I was completing the enrollment application with a young boy who was consid-
ering training at the VET centre for the upcoming academic year, I inquired about him 
about his father's profession. This question is part of the application form, as the infor-
mation is utilized to prioritize assistance for those youths who are in more vulnerable 
situations. When we reached this question, the young man struggled to identify his 
father's profession. He asked me what "profession" meant and what I was referring to. 
I explained that it related to his father's job or occupation. After a moment of silent, he 
finally replied, "I don't know. He worked for a few months as a stock clerk in a super-
market. However, he is unemployed now. Is that it?" (Field notes, 19/05/2022) 

The scene we have recreated suggests that, at least for some of the youth who engage with 
the VET centre, there are challenges in aligning youth perceptions of the world of labour with 
the framework established by the VET centre. This issue is significant. Over the past four dec-
ades, the emphasis on the world of labour has not only been a defining characteristic of the 
VET centre but has also been identified as a key factor contributing to the success of its students 
compared to educational institutions. In summary, the VET centre has been understood to offer 
training that is perceived as appealing to the participating youth. The trades or professions they 
pursue serve to distance them from the school environment while drawing them closer to the 
realities of the world of labour. Furthermore, this world of labour is viewed as a pathway to 
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adulthood. However, the scene we have presented begins to challenge this entire rationale. One 
of the longest-serving teachers at the VET centre shared similar concerns with us 

Over the past 15 years, the profile of students has changed significantly compared to 
the past. Each successive year has seen a more defined set of characteristics among 
our students, leading to a decline in the number of "normalized" students who were 
either disinterested in studying or had substantial curricular delays, particularly in the 
final cycle of primary education. Currently, we are encountering a high percentage of 
immigrant students, whether first or second generation. These individuals are often the 
children of immigrants who were brought to Spain after their parents had settled. The 
integration of these young people is challenging, as they frequently experience signif-
icant dislocation. Additionally, we have students from ethnic minorities who exhibit 
high absenteeism and lack motivation for personal effort, as well as those facing seri-
ous "socio-personal" difficulties, showing little interest in learning a trade; they often 
do not differentiate between various vocational programs. Notably, during the selec-
tion interviews conducted in May, a considerable number of students are unaware of 
the trades or professions being taught in our VET centre. 

The testimony of this educator highlights a significant shift in the profile of students enter-
ing the VET centre. This change reinforces the challenge we previously illustrated through the 
reenactment of the earlier scene, which involved a student completing the application form: 
“they often do not differentiate between vocational programs” and “a considerable number of 
students are unaware of the trades or professions being taught in our VET centre.” In essence, 
students appear to have lost interest in professions, leading to a decline in the appeal of the 
training programs associated with these trades. Consequently, the relevance of the world of 
labour, which serves as a central element in the design, organizational model, and practices of 
the VET centre, could be deeply questioned. The decline of the world of labour would represent 
a significant transformation for this non-traditional school agent. 

6 Discussion 
This study begins with the repeated references to the potential of VET in fostering inclu-

sion. Specifically, we focused on how various public policies emphasize VET's capacity to 
address exclusionary situations and promote development. Considering the challenges faced by 
educational systems in ensuring the right to education for all students, VET has demonstrated 
a greater ability to listen and respond to those students who have experienced educational ex-
clusion, providing appropriate solutions. Among other aspects, we highlighted how the inclu-
sive potential of VET systems may be linked to the participation of a broader range of agents 
compared to the education system. In other words, the inclusive potential of VET could also be 
associated with the presence and engagement of non-traditional educational agents in the de-
livery of VET. In Spain, the involvement of these non-traditional agents has been particularly 
significant in the implementation of initiatives, programs, and devices addressed to students 
facing educational exclusion. In this context, our aim was to deepen the understanding of these 
non-traditional educational agents within the Spanish context. Specifically, we sought to gain 
a more profound insight into the motivations driving grassroots social movements to engage in 
the Spanish educational field and how their perspectives on VET influence the advancement of 
a more inclusive VET system. Additionally, we aimed to identify how this vision of VET is 
realized within vocational training institutions. 

The findings have demonstrated the relevance of educational centres and how they can play 
an important role to ensure the right to education (Tarabini, 2018). In this sense, our case study 
has similarities with the research developed around community schools (Heers et al., 2014, 
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2016). Findings show that the inclusive capacity of VET provided by these non-traditionally 
school-based agents is primarily linked to a conception of VET associated with social transfor-
mation. In the context of our case study, their understanding of VET aligns with the principles 
of critical pedagogies and popular education (Apple y Beane, 1997). These approaches aim to 
integrate technical skills with cultural promotion and critical awareness, as Paulo Freire pro-
posed (Freire, 1984; Lucio-Villegas, 2015b). Furthermore, the VET practices of these agents 
are not solely educational in a traditional sense; they extend beyond mere school-based or 
strictly technical training perspectives, working with a sense of cultural intervention (Lucio-
Villegas, 2015a). The recognition of the world of labour as an alternative to the formal educa-
tion system highlights this shift, which is a way to introduce the world and life of part of the 
population who face more difficulties to enjoy the right to education and don´t easily recognise 
themselves within regular education system (Simmons et al., 2014). Nevertheless, recent 
changes in the labour market and the perceptions of the young people hold about it may pose 
significant threats to the inclusive potential of these VET initiatives that have emerged from 
grassroots social movements. 
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Abstract 
Purpose: This comparative review aims to examine the workforce qualifications and technical 
competencies required in the emerging global hydrogen economy. It addresses three central 
questions: (1) What specific technical skills are required at distinct stages—such as production, 
storage, transport and utilization—in the development of a hydrogen industry, based on findings 
from country-specific studies? (2) How adequately do existing qualifications and vocational 
education and training programs meet these national demands, and where are gaps evident? (3) 
How do national analyses and strategies differ across countries? 
Approach: Insights were gathered from eight national hydrogen workforce studies covering 
Australia, Brazil, France, Germany, India, Namibia, South Africa, and the United Kingdom 
(including a focused study on Scotland). These studies were systematically reviewed to com-
paratively analyse the technical skill requirements along the value chain, the alignment of ex-
isting vocational education and training systems with these needs, and country-specific differ-
ences in strategic approaches. 
Findings: Key skill gaps and competency needs emerge across all nations studied, particularly 
in the fields of digital competence, standardized training, and ongoing upskilling. International 
benchmarking and collaboration are highlighted as crucial for improving vocational education 
and training. Additionally, adaptable policies are vital to building and maintaining the skilled 
workforce needed to advance the global hydrogen economy. 
Conclusions: The review underscores the growing importance of systematically aligned train-
ing and skill development strategies in the hydrogen sector. Standardized vocational education 
and regular updates to curricula, coupled with international cooperation, can help address cur-
rent deficits. Ultimately, a well-trained workforce is pivotal for effectively supporting the rapid 
expansion of the hydrogen industry worldwide. 

Keywords 
hydrogen economy, skills need, qualification gaps, workforce studies 

1 Introduction 
The hydrogen economy is a theoretical framework that envisions hydrogen as the primary 

energy carrier, gradually replacing fossil fuels across various sectors. This concept emerged 
from collaborative research and early discussions in the late 1960s and early 1970s, including 
influential contributions by John Bockris and other researchers, and aims to address global 
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challenges such as environmental degradation, natural resource depletion, and the demands of 
a growing population (Bockris, 2013). 

Currently, over 99% of global hydrogen production uses fossil fuels, with petroleum refin-
ing accounting for 42% of hydrogen demand. Refineries are therefore the largest single sector 
of hydrogen consumption. However, for a truly sustainable hydrogen economy to emerge, the 
focus must shift to green hydrogen, produced via electrolysis using renewable electricity. The 
International Energy Agency's Net Zero Emission by 2050 Scenario forecasts significant 
growth in hydrogen consumption across multiple sectors, including traditional industrial appli-
cations (chemical production, ammonia, methanol, and refining), emerging sectors (direct re-
duced iron in steelmaking, transportation, hydrogen-based fuels), and energy storage 
(Mokrzycki & Gawlik, 2024). 

The use of hydrogen would enable revolutionary changes in reducing carbon emissions, 
especially in the sectors that are hard to decarbonize, such as heavy industry, transport and 
power generation. To make these plans a reality, a skilled workforce is needed, which is cur-
rently in short supply, especially in the production, storage and transportation sectors, whereby 
this need is not a local but a global commitment (IRENA, 2024). 

However, countries vary significantly in terms of their readiness for workforce training and 
skill development (McHenry et al., 2024). This review synthesizes findings from eight national 
skills analyses to answer the following key questions regarding hydrogen workforce competen-
cies: (1) What specific technical skills are required at distinct stages—such as production, stor-
age, and transport—in the development of a hydrogen industry, based on findings from country-
specific studies? (2) How adequately do existing qualifications and vocational education and 
training programs meet these national demands, and where are gaps evident? (3) How do na-
tional analyses and strategies differ across countries? The selection of eight country studies 
(Australia, Brazil, France, Germany, India, Namibia, South Africa, and the UK) is based on the 
availability of skills analyses, identified through searches in the curated databases Scopus and 
Web of Science, as well as Google Scholar to include 'grey literature' (Haddaway et al., 2015). 
The search terms used are listed in Table 1. 

Table 1 
Search Terms 

first term and second term 

or 
 
 
 
 
 
  

skill*  or hydrogen econom* 
qualification* hydrogen industr* 
competenc*  
training  
training gap*  
professional development  
workforce analys*  
skill* standard*  
vocational education  

Note. * wildcard 

To be selected as a national study, the findings had to cover the national skills landscape, 
based on empirical data and either have been published in a prestigious indexed journal (e.g. 
Australia: Beasy et al. 2023) or originated from a trusted national institution (e.g. India: Skill 
Council for Green Jobs). The review is based on a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) of 
national workforce reports from eight country studies (see appendix), focusing on technical 
skills across the hydrogen value chain and examining the existing training frameworks. Key 
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themes were developed around required competencies, gaps in qualifications, and needs for 
ongoing education and cross-national standards. 

A recently published systematic review analyzes the knowledge and skill requirements 
necessary to develop a qualified engineering workforce in the hydrogen sector. It recommends 
close collaboration between higher education institutions and industry to design practice-ori-
ented educational programs (McHenry et al., 2024). An analysis covering a broader scope, in-
cluding vocational education and training as well as country-specific studies, is still lacking. 

Although this review draws on eight national workforce studies, we have highlighted in 
the reflection certain countries (Australia, Brazil, India) more extensively than others. This is 
due to the richness of their data, and each represents a distinct archetype of hydrogen skills 
development 

2 Technical Skills in the Hydrogen Economy Value Chain 

Production 
Most green hydrogen production, especially via electrolysis, necessitates a wide range of 

advanced technical skills—including precise operational expertise, stringent maintenance pro-
tocols, and a deep understanding of critical engineering principles such as electrical engineer-
ing, fluid mechanics, and metrology—to effectively scale up and sustain reliable production 
capabilities. The following exemplary challenges are mentioned: 

 
• Hydrogen Production Expertise: Basic skills for operating and maintaining electrolyzers 

are essential. Alongside advances in electrolyzer technology itself, the French Hydrogen 
Skills White Paper underscores the critical role of production expertise in scaling up the 
hydrogen sector. As projects become increasingly complex, the design, construction, and 
operation of hydrogen production facilities demand advanced technical skills-particularly 
in areas such as electrical engineering, fluid mechanics, and metrology. This emphasis 
arises from a shortfall in conventional technical curricula, which often do not address these 
specialized production competencies. To overcome this gap, the report advocates for the 
development of dedicated training modules in close collaboration with industry experts and 
academic institutions. By broadening these targeted qualifications, France could than secure 
the operational expertise needed to support its burgeoning hydrogen production capabilities 
and drive sustainable industry growth (France Hydrogène, 2022). 

• Renewable Integration and Advanced Production Synergies: The UK Energy Institute’s 
Landscape Review of Skills Needed for an Emerging Hydrogen-Based Economy (2024) 
underscores the importance of integrating renewable energy sources with advanced hydro-
gen production processes. This emphasis arises from the critical need to optimize process 
efficiency and cost-effectiveness by harnessing renewable inputs—such as wind and so-
lar—to drive the production cycle. The report highlights that these synergies require spe-
cialized knowledge in process simulation, dynamic systems control, and renewable energy 
integration—areas not typically addressed in conventional technical training. In order to 
bridge this skills gap, the review advocates for the development of targeted training pro-
grammes and micro-credential initiatives, collaboratively designed by industry experts and 
academic institutions (Energy Institute, 2024). 

• Process Engineering Skills and Targeted Training Modules: The Indian SAREP Hydro-
gen Skills Report (2024) underscores the critical importance of process engineering exper-
tise for workers involved in hydrogen production, particularly in optimizing electrolyser 
operations and integrating variable renewable energy sources. This emphasis arises from 
the technical challenges of detailed process modeling, simulation, and real-time operational 
control—skills that are not typically covered in traditional technical curricula. In order to 
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address this gap, the report advocates for the development of focused training modules and 
micro-credential programmes, collaboratively designed by industry experts and academic 
institutions (SAREP, 2024). 

Storage and Transportation 
In contrast to other fuels, hydrogen storage and transportation face unique technical chal-

lenges due to its low volumetric energy density (despite its high gravimetric energy density), 
high diffusivity, and the need for specialized high-pressure and cryogenic storage systems that 
demand rigorous engineering solutions and stringent safety standards. 

 
• Hydrogen Storage Expertise and Targeted Credential Programs: The Namibian PtX 

Skills Report (2023) underscores that advanced hydrogen storage solutions are pivotal for 
the secure and efficient management of green hydrogen. This emphasis arises from the tech-
nical challenges inherent to high-pressure storage systems and ensuring material integrity 
under dynamic conditions, issues that conventional training rarely address. To bridge this 
expertise gap, the report advocates for the development of specialized training modules and 
micro-credential programmes—designed in close collaboration with industry experts and 
academic institutions—that focus exclusively on modern storage technologies, including 
composite and cryogenic systems (RENAC & NUST, 2023) 

• Transport Regulations and Competence Standards: The Brazilian hydrogen sector, as 
highlighted by the SENAI (2023) report, underscores the critical importance of clear regu-
latory frameworks and advanced professional expertise to ensure the safe and efficient 
transport of hydrogen. Because operations often involve high-pressure systems and com-
plex logistics, existing technical training programs may be insufficient to meet these de-
mands. To address this gap, the report advocates for targeted training and certification pro-
grams, co-designed by industry experts and educational institutions. By expanding these 
specialized qualifications, Brazil can establish a reliable hydrogen supply chain, foster trust 
in emerging technologies, and lay the groundwork for a sustainable hydrogen economy 
(SENAI, 2023). 

• Small-bore Tubing Skills and Targeted Micro-credentials: The Australian Hydrogen 
Skills Roadmap underscores the importance of small-bore tubing expertise for workers in-
volved in hydrogen systems, particularly where pressurised hydrogen lines and fittings re-
quire meticulous handling and installation. This emphasis arises from the specialised nature 
of small-bore tubing, including proper bending, leak detection, and high-pressure testing—
skills not commonly covered in general technical curricula. In order to address this gap, the 
roadmap advocates for focused micro-credential programmes, collaboratively developed by 
subject matter experts and educational institutions. By expanding these specialised qualifi-
cations, Australia can ensure that its workforce is equipped to manage the advanced storage 
and distribution technologies that underpin the nation’s emerging hydrogen economy 
(Swinburne University of Technology, 2022). 

Utilization (e.g. Steel Industry, Transportation and Logistics) 
In sectors such as steel production, transportation and logistics, chemical processing, and 

heat supply, integrating hydrogen effectively requires targeted skills in process control, safety 
management, and system optimization. 

 
• Hydrogen Utilization in Key Sectors - France: The French white paper details targeted 

skills shortfalls that hinder the effective integration of hydrogen across vital industrial sec-
tors. In the steel industry, a key gap exists in the specialized training required to manage 
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hydrogen’s role as a reducing agent at high temperatures, especially regarding the precise 
control of reaction kinetics, safety protocols in handling pressurized hydrogen, and the in-
tegration of hydrogen-compatible process controls. In the mobility and logistics sector, 
workers are not sufficiently trained in the design, installation, and maintenance of dedicated 
hydrogen refuelling infrastructure; this includes gaps in leak detection, system integrity 
monitoring, and handling emergency procedures that are unique to hydrogen-powered 
transport. Within the chemical industry, the deficiencies pertain to the specialized process 
control skills necessary for hydrogen-utilizing reactions, where operators must be adept at 
managing reaction environments and implementing rigorous safety measures for hydrogen 
storage and transport. Finally, in the area of heat supply, existing curricula typically do not 
cover the challenges of adapting conventional thermal systems to hydrogen combustion or 
the engineering adaptations required to ensure efficient and safe energy transfer (France 
Hydrogène, 2022). 

• Hydrogen Utilization in Key Sectors - Germany: An analysis of utilization‐related skill 
gaps in the hydrogen economy shows that each sector faces unique deficiencies critical to 
decarbonization. In the steel industry, Schad‐Dankwart (2023) reports that despite dual-
vocational training covering basic skills, additional modules in safety and process-specific 
plant planning are needed to transition from coal- to hydrogen-based reduction. In the chem-
ical and refinery sector, Felkl (2023) demonstrates that decarbonization requires advanced 
process control competencies and updated safety protocols to effectively integrate renewa-
ble energy while minimizing CO₂ emissions. In the heat supply sector, Hiller (2023) iden-
tifies uncertainties in converting gas networks to pure hydrogen systems, highlighting the 
need for basic hydrogen awareness and interdisciplinary training that combines electrotech-
nical expertise with hydrogen system management. Finally, Schneider (2023) reveals that 
the transportation sector urgently requires specialized certification for maintaining high-
pressure gas systems and high-voltage components, along with comprehensive leak detec-
tion and emergency response training. Collectively, these studies underscore the necessity 
for targeted micro-credential programs and tailored vocational curricula that address each 
sector’s specific technical and safety requirements. 

3 Analysis of National Standards and Training Programs 
National standards for hydrogen training vary widely, often reflecting each country’s eco-

nomic priorities and industrial infrastructure. 

Australia 
The report from Australia highlights the need for micro-credentials and sector-specific 

training measures in its hydrogen economy studies. The national strategy combines short-term 
courses with more comprehensive curricula to ensure workers can rapidly adapt to emerging 
requirements. A key focus is the intersection of gas and electrical technology, given that tradi-
tional gas-related professions must be expanded to include competencies in high-voltage and 
fuel cell systems. In addition, safety considerations—such as the handling of high-pressure hy-
drogen and specialized tasks like small-bore tubing—are deemed urgent qualifications and are 
often developed within dedicated “hydrogen hubs,” where universities and industry collaborate 
closely (Beasy et al., 2023; Swinburne University of Technology, 2022). 

Brazil 
The report from Brazil emphasizes international collaborations and the expansion of exist-

ing occupational profiles, allowing the workforce to build on current qualifications while add-
ing hydrogen-specific expertise. Findings underscore the importance of safety across the entire 
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hydrogen value chain, from production to storage and distribution. A comprehensive national 
framework addresses various educational levels, ranging from postgraduate programs in plant 
design to vocational training for technicians. This tiered approach facilitates the integration of 
new standards and relies heavily on transnational knowledge partnerships (SENAI, 2023). 

France 
The report from France relies on specialized study programs and a strong partnership be-

tween industry and higher education to systematically integrate hydrogen technologies. Engi-
neering curricula increasingly feature new modules covering fuel cell operations, safety proce-
dures, and quality assurance, ensuring that future graduates are well-prepared for the demands 
of the hydrogen sector. Of particular note are fluid mechanics and quality management, which 
align with the high competitiveness standards of the European market. Through an incremental 
approach, existing energy- and technology-oriented programs are being expanded rather than 
replaced with entirely new occupational categories (France Hydrogène, 2022). 

Germany 
The report from Germany focuses on modular extensions of established vocational training 

programs instead of creating entirely new professions. National initiatives such as “H2Pro” 
advocate incorporating hydrogen-related competencies—particularly in process, cryogenic, 
and safety engineering—into existing educational pathways. Given the growing importance of 
digitization, automated process control and data analytics have also become central topics in 
German hydrogen training. By coordinating efforts among vocational education institutions, 
chambers of commerce, and industry stakeholders, curricula can be updated flexibly to keep 
pace with rapid technological developments (Zinke, 2022). 

India 
India introduces mandatory certification for hydrogen-related occupations while placing a 

strong emphasis on inclusiveness in workforce development. Public Sector Undertakings 
(PSUs) are instrumental in advancing this initiative by supporting certification of key technical 
roles, including plant and process engineers as well as specialists in electrolyzer technology. 
Importantly, India promotes the increased participation of women in training programs, align-
ing with the country’s objective to build a diverse workforce capable of meeting substantial 
growth in the hydrogen sector. Concurrently, collaborations between major industrial actors 
and research institutions aim to develop national curricula and support the broader hydrogen 
policy agenda (SAREP, 2024). 

Namibia 
Namibia relies on international agencies such as the Renewables Academy (RENAC) in 

Namibia and GIZ to establish targeted Power-to-X (PtX) and hydrogen training programs. A 
primary objective is strengthening technical and vocational education (TVET), given the scar-
city of specialized personnel for electrolysis and safe hydrogen handling. With abundant solar 
and wind resources, Namibia possesses significant potential to become a leader in green hydro-
gen production, yet workforce readiness remains limited. Consequently, current initiatives fo-
cus on training local instructors and developing modular, practice-oriented course offerings that 
can be scaled up quickly (RENAC & NUST, 2023). 
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Table 2 
Reviewed Country Studies 
Country Publication Analysis prepared by Key Professions Training Gaps Qualification Ap-

proaches 
Aus-
tralia 

Beasy et al.  
(2023) 

Researchers from Swinburne 
University of Technology & 
University of Tasmania 

Electrolysis and 
Storage Techni-
cians 

Shortage of 
technical 
training pro-
grams 

Collaboration with 
industry, regional 
training hubs Swinburne 

University of 
Technology 
(2022) 

Brazil SENAI 
(2023) 

GIZ, Integration, GOPA, IIT * 
and further institutions 

e.g. System 
Maintenance 
Technicians, 
Multidisciplinary 
Engineers **  

Shortage of 
training cen-
ters 

International part-
nerships and train-
ing programs 

France France Hy-
drogène. 
(2022) 

France Hydrogène is a French 
Hydrogen and Fuel Cell Asso-
ciation 

Engineers, Fluid 
Mechanics Ex-
perts 

Safety and 
quality man-
agement train-
ing 

Specialized 
courses and indus-
try collaborations 

Ger-
many 

Zinke (2022) Federal Institute for Voca-
tional Education and Training 
(BIBB) 

Hydrogen Sys-
tems Technicians, 
Engineers 

Additional 
qualifications 
required 
within exist-
ing profiles 

Modular further 
training and cham-
ber programs, no 
need to update cur-
ricula in IVET 

India SAREP 
(2024) 

Skill Council for Green Jobs / 
South Asia Regional Energy 
Partnership 

Maintenance 
Technicians, Pro-
cess Engineers 

High need for 
new programs 

International col-
laborations and 
new (degree) pro-
grams 

Na-
mibia 

RENAC & 
NUST (2023) 

Renewables Academy AG & 
Namibia University of Science 
and Technology 

Infrastructure and 
Maintenance 
Technicians 

Lack of TVET 
programs 

Empower TVET 
education, partner-
ships with interna-
tional agencies 

South 
Africa 

CSIR (2024) Council for Scientific and In-
dustrial Research 

Chemical and 
Process Engi-
neers 

Lack of tech-
nical special-
ists 

Empower national 
education and in-
ternational cooper-
ation 

United 
King-
dom 

Energy Insti-
tute, 
(2023) 

The Energy Institute (EI) is a 
not-for-profit organisation 
with 20,000 members world-
wide, including individuals 
and companies 

Electrolysis 
Technicians, En-
gineers 

Demand for 
technical ex-
pertise 

National and inter-
national partner-
ships 

Weit et al. 
(2023) 

ClimateXChange, UK/Scot-
land 

Note. * German Corporation for International Cooperation (GIZ), Integration Consulting Group, GOPA World-
wide Consultants, Institut für Innovation und Technik (IIT) ** mechanical, electrical, chemical, and materials en-
gineers 

South Africa 
South Africa requires more specialized experts in hydrogen technology and fosters both 

national and international partnerships toward that end. The Council for Scientific and Indus-
trial Research (CSIR) identifies particular gaps in process engineering, safety expertise, and 
knowledge of high-pressure systems. While the country already possesses fundamental tech-
nical education structures, substantial modernization of curricula is essential to meet the ex-
panding needs of production, storage, and transportation in the hydrogen sector. Government 
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bodies and private enterprises collaborate closely to ensure that hydrogen initiatives are inte-
grated into broader energy and industrial strategies (CSIR, 2024). 

United Kingdom (Including Scotland) 
The United Kingdom integrates hydrogen-related modules into established vocational and 

academic programs, with Scotland’s regional “hydrogen hubs” standing out as a key example. 
Universities and energy companies collaborate within these hubs to provide hands-on instruc-
tion for technicians and engineers, focusing on electrolyzer and high-pressure storage skills. In 
pipeline and cryotechnological applications, conventional expertise from the oil and gas indus-
try is partially transferable, but hydrogen’s unique properties call for new safety standards and 
customized teaching content. Energy institutes underscore the need for uniform certifications, 
facilitating trust in hydrogen storage and transport while also positioning the UK for interna-
tional market opportunities (Energy Institute, 2023; Weit et al., 2023). 

4 Qualifications and Needs 

Existing Qualifications and Key Gaps 
Across the eight countries reviewed, hydrogen-specific modules are generally lacking in 

both technical-vocational and academic pathways (e.g. Zinke, 2022; RENAC & NUST, 2023). 
Namibia and South Africa, for instance, possess basic engineering programs but have yet to 
incorporate substantial training on electrolysis or high-pressure storage (CSIR, 2024; RENAC 
& NUST, 2023). Meanwhile, industrialized nations such as Germany and Australia demonstrate 
more explicit efforts to integrate hydrogen knowledge through modular upskilling or micro-
credentials (Beasy et al., 2023; Swinburne University of Technology, 2022; Zinke, 2022). 
France has introduced hydrogen topics into engineering curricula via industry partnerships, alt-
hough fuel cell training and other advanced competencies remain incomplete (France Hy-
drogène, 2022). India stands out with mandatory certification programs—overseen by public-
sector undertakings—aimed at uniformly raising the baseline of hydrogen-related expertise na-
tionwide (SAREP, 2024). Brazil prioritizes augmenting existing occupational profiles with ad-
ditional hydrogen competences rather than creating entirely new professions (SENAI, 2023). 

Pathways for Professional Development 
Safety Protocols and Compliance: The handling of high-pressure hydrogen—including 

cryogenic conditions and small-bore tubing—emerges as a universal safety concern (Swinburne 
University of Technology, 2022; SENAI, 2023). In the UK, compliance-oriented training is 
deemed critical for sustaining public trust and supporting an eventual export market (Weir et 
al., 2023; Energy Institute, 2023). Brazil similarly underscores safety across the entire hydrogen 
value chain—from production to transport—given the need to streamline regulatory require-
ments in line with global standards (SENAI, 2023). 

Digital Competencies: Growing digital skill requirements—such as process automation, 
monitoring, and data analytics—are prevalent worldwide (Zinke, 2022; France Hydrogène, 
2022). Australia’s Hydrogen Skills Roadmap highlights “panel and instrumentation skills” as a 
pressing need (Swinburne University of Technology, 2022), while Germany’s approach inte-
grates Industry 4.0 principles into existing apprenticeship frameworks (Zinke, 2022). In devel-
oping contexts (e.g., Namibia, South Africa), international collaborations help train local in-
structors in digital topics, addressing skills gaps that could impede large-scale hydrogen adop-
tion (RENAC & NUST, 2023; CSIR, 2024). 

Ongoing Upskilling: Most country reports emphasize short-course or workshop-based 
training to address rapid technological changes in the hydrogen sector (Beasy et al., 2023; 
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France Hydrogène, 2022). Australia exemplifies this approach with micro-credentials bridging 
immediate skill deficits (Swinburne University of Technology, 2022). India, by contrast, insti-
tutionalizes upskilling through mandatory periodic certification, ensuring that professionals re-
visit safety, technological, and regulatory competencies (SAREP, 2024). Even in countries with 
well-established frameworks like Germany or Brazil, continuous professional development is 
viewed as crucial to maintaining alignment with evolving hydrogen technologies (SENAI, 
2023; Zinke, 2022). 

In sum, there is a shared imperative across developed and emerging economies to 
strengthen hydrogen workforce qualifications, integrate robust safety training, and embrace 
digital competencies. Whether through India’s top-down certification mandates or Australia’s 
flexible micro-credentials, ongoing upskilling remains essential to keep pace with rapid tech-
nological and regulatory transformations. At the same time, international collaboration—in-
volving agencies like GIZ, RENAC, and diverse industry partners—is increasingly recognized 
as a catalyst for disseminating best practices and unifying standards. Such convergence points 
to a global workforce strategy that combines localized institutional structures with harmonized, 
cross-border solutions for a thriving hydrogen economy. 

5 Reflections and Limitations 
We focus now on Australia, Brazil, and India because their national reports offered espe-

cially detailed data and each represents a distinct archetype of hydrogen skills development—
Australia’s dual-track micro-credentials, Brazil’s adaptation of existing occupations, and In-
dia’s mandatory certification approach. 

A notable insight from the Australian Hydrogen Skills Roadmap is the tension between 
short-term and long-term workforce needs. With an industry “still in its infancy,” Australia 
emphasizes immediate micro-credentials to “fill skills gaps as ... regulations and standards catch 
up” while also developing more comprehensive training frameworks (Swinburne University of 
Technology, 2022, p. 51–52). This dual-track approach may be instructive for other nascent 
hydrogen economies. 

India’s approach likewise combines short- and long-term strategies. According to the "Skill 
Gap Assessment Across Green Hydrogen Sector in India," immediate interventions include 
“mandatory certification for government tenders and PLI schemes,” while longer-term efforts 
involve integrating “hydrogen-related subjects into existing curriculum” (SAREP, 2024, p. 
124–125). India identifies five priority job roles—Green Hydrogen Plant Technician, Process 
Engineer, Electrolyser Technology Specialist, Operations & Maintenance Head/Manager, and 
Hydrogen System Integration Specialist—and proposes corresponding curricula (SAREP, 
2024, p. 109–123). Public sector undertakings (PSUs) serve as “frontrunners for training initi-
atives,” reflecting the importance of established institutions in knowledge transfer (SAREP, 
2024, p. 125). Another distinctive aspect is inclusivity, with specific targets for women’s par-
ticipation and infrastructure adaptations (SAREP, 2024, p. 126). International collaboration is 
also highlighted, echoing findings from Namibia, South Africa, and other regions (RENAC & 
NUST, 2023; CSIR, 2024). 

Brazil’s strategy, presented in "Mercado de Hidrogênio Verde e Power-to-X: Demanda por 
Capacitações Profissionais" (SENAI, 2023), emphasizes safety competencies across the hydro-
gen value chain. Rather than creating entirely new occupations, it proposes adding relevant 
competencies to existing professions. The report contends that “the transition ... does not imply 
launching the current professional into obsolescence,” instead requiring “additional competen-
cies to those of the current economy” (SENAI, 2023, p. 15–16). Brazil’s approach also under-
scores international partnerships with countries already offering advanced hydrogen education. 
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A comparative perspective shows how each country balances near-term skill needs with 
long-term workforce development. Australia’s micro-credentials, India’s mandatory certifica-
tion, and Brazil’s emphasis on adapting existing roles all demonstrate context-specific solutions 
while converging on the imperative of safety and global collaboration. Overall, these diverse 
strategies underscore the value of iterative, flexible training models that address current gaps 
and anticipate future industry demands in the pivotal hydrogen sector. 

 
The variability in the depth and focus of reports presents limitations to: 

 
• Inconsistency across Data sources: The national reports are quite diverse; most provide a 

detailed technical analysis, whereas others utilize general overviews. This is bound to affect 
comparability of the findings across the countries. 

• Dependence on Sources: In this review, most of the secondary data has been used, which 
limits the insight into skill applications, and sources that are widely available might not 
have detailed information regarding a specific context. 

• Dynamic Workforce Needs: With hydrogen technologies constantly evolving, workforce 
needs are expected to change accordingly, especially as hydrogen-specific infrastructure is 
being set up in more and more countries. This evolution is particularly evident in the varying 
technology readiness levels (TRLs) documented across the hydrogen value chain. Rey et 
al. (2023) identify significant TRL disparities between mature production technologies like 
alkaline water electrolysis and emerging technologies in storage and end-use applications. 
These disparities create methodological challenges for workforce studies, as skill require-
ments for technologies at lower TRLs are inherently more speculative and subject to rapid 
change as technologies evolve. Future workforce studies would benefit from more explicitly 
addressing these technology maturity differences, potentially incorporating scenario-based 
approaches that anticipate skill requirement changes as technologies advance through TRL 
stages (Rey et al., 2023, p. 12-15). 

• Challenges in Practical Implementation: While recommendations are actionable, there 
could be obstacles to implementing them on the ground, especially in resource-limiting re-
gions. This may warrant further research on the feasibility of such programs across various 
economies. 
 
The future studies should target therefore the collection of primary data from industry ex-

perts to capture more intimate findings about the present level of workforce skills and specific 
gaps in training. Comparative case studies can draw models for skill development, especially 
for countries which are at the beginning of hydrogen sector growth. At the same time, a longi-
tudinal study can inform how well newly designed programs work and their adaptability with 
long-term impacts of the hydrogen workforce initiatives. 
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Abstract 
Context: Technological skills are increasingly essential for future labor markets, particularly in 
developing countries facing distributional conflicts and external constraints. These skills en-
hance productivity, provide access to high salaries, and, in the case of software-related fields, 
enable the export of services at an individual level. The inclusion of women and people of 
diverse gender identities in the technology sector is not only beneficial to their employment and 
income prospects, but also essential to ensuring that technological progress addresses the needs 
of often overlooked populations. Higher education in technology is central to enabling women 
to become technology developers. 
Approach: This study proposes a novel methodological approach to classify technology-inten-
sive higher education fields beyond the broad UNESCO CINE STEM classification, which 
lacks granularity for the technology sector. We define two distinct categories: Careers Related 
to Programming and Careers Related to Technological Development, based on the desired com-
petencies of graduates and their potential occupational roles. From a labor market perspective, 
we identify Information Technology (IT) occupations requiring a mix of technology design and 
programming skills to better analyze gender participation trends. 
Findings: Despite the expansion of higher education in Latin America, our findings reveal a 
persistent and widespread gender gap in technology education across six Latin American coun-
tries (Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, Colombia, Peru y Mexico). While women represent a major-
ity of university enrollments in the region, their participation in technological fields remains 
disproportionately low.  Women represent less than 30% of enrollment in programming and 
technology development programs, with rates as low as 11% in Chile for programming-focused 
disciplines. Programming degrees exhibit the lowest female participation, with no country sur-
passing 23%. Although the absolute number of women enrolled in these fields has increased 
between 2018 and 2022, their relative share remains stable compared to male students, indicat-
ing that overall enrollment growth is not translating into greater gender inclusion. 
Conclusion: The findings underscore the importance of applying rigorous methodologies to 
accurately assess both the magnitude and structural nature of the gender gap. Moreover, they 
highlight the urgent need for strategic policies to address this disparity in technology education. 
Expanding access to programming and technological development careers for women and in-
dividuals of diverse gender identities is not only essential for enhancing their employment op-
portunities but also fundamental to driving inclusive technological innovation. 
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1 Introduction 
Jobs associated with science, technology, engineering and mathematics - often referred to 

as STEM disciplines15F

1- not only offer good job opportunities today but also have better pro-
spects for future development. These disciplines are at the heart of the fourth industrial revolu-
tion, which is characterized by the transformation of labor markets worldwide16F

2: while globally 
some 7 million jobs are expected to disappear due to the automation of tasks associated with 
technological integration, the trend is reversed for STEM jobs, with a predicted increase of 2 
million. Moreover, the returns of these occupations are expected to grow as the use and devel-
opment of fourth-generation technologies becomes more widespread (World Economic Forum 
[WEF], 2016; World Bank, 2018). 

Jobs associated with science, technology, engineering and mathematics - often referred to 
as STEM disciplines17F

3- not only offer good job opportunities today but also have better pro-
spects for future development. These disciplines are at the heart of the fourth industrial revolu-
tion, which is characterized by the transformation of labor markets worldwide18F

4: while globally 
some 7 million jobs are expected to disappear due to the automation of tasks associated with 
technological integration, the trend is reversed for STEM jobs, with a predicted increase of 2 
million. Moreover, the returns of these occupations are expected to grow as the use and devel-
opment of fourth-generation technologies becomes more widespread (WEF, 2016; World Bank, 
2018). Within the broader STEM landscape, programming and technology development occu-
pations deserve particular focus as they represent the fastest-growing segment with the most 
significant impact on economic development. These specialized fields are experiencing unprec-
edented demand across sectors as digital transformation reshapes industries. 

In developing countries, technological skills related to technological development are in-
creasingly seen as essential for future labour markets. These skills are particularly valuable in 
environments with distributional conflicts and external sector constraints, as they increase 
productivity, command high salaries and, in the case of software, offer significant potential for 
individual export of services (Lopez & Ramos, 2018). 

There are also economic advantages beyond the individual: if those working and research-
ing in technology represent more diverse segments of the population, more ideas and solutions 
are expected to be generated to address a wider range of societal issues (DAWN, 2023). These 
advantages are already observable and could deepen in the future as technological advancement 
and the skills associated with STEM-such as critical thinking, problem solving, or innovation-
grow in importance. The low presence of women in technology disciplines not only affects their 

 
 

1  An acronym for science, technology, engineering and mathematics (Science, Technology, Engineering, 
Mathematics). 

2  The concept of the fourth industrial revolution refers to the convergence between manufacturing production 
and new technological fields such as digital production, the use of sensors, nanotechnology, biotechnology 
and other new materials. It is also referred to as advanced manufacturing, industry 4.0 or fourth generation 
industry (UNIDO, 2019). 

3  An acronym for science, technology, engineering and mathematics (Science, Technology, Engineering, 
Mathematics). 

4  The concept of the fourth industrial revolution refers to the convergence between manufacturing production 
and new technological fields such as digital production, the use of sensors, nanotechnology, biotechnology 
and other new materials. It is also referred to as advanced manufacturing, industry 4.0 or fourth generation 
industry (UNIDO, 2019). 
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career paths but also limits diversity in the fields where solutions to present and future societal 
needs are developed. 

In part, these inequalities are due to the low participation of women in jobs, professions 
and roles that are in greater demand and have more competitive salaries. Such is the case of the 
productive sectors of science and technology, which are intensive in research, development and 
innovation. According to recent estimates, in Argentina they represent approximately 10% of 
GDP and 20% of exports, in addition to offering 60% higher than average salaries and account-
ing for half of the informal sector. Women working in these areas and accessing these compet-
itive advantages are a minority: in 2020 their participation in science and technology sectors 
was 28% (Szenkman et al., 2021) and, in the case of the software industry, 30% (CESSI, 2020). 
This phenomenon is replicated on a global and regional scale: globally, women represent 26% 
of those working in the technology sector (García-Holgado & García-Peñalvo, 2022). In Mex-
ico and Chile, these percentages amount to 35% (López-Bassols et al., 2018) and in Brazil, 27% 
(Szenkman et al., 2021). 

To expand opportunities and narrow the gender gap in technology, it is crucial to system-
atically measure inequalities. This study, a pioneering effort in the region, provides unprece-
dented comparative data on the participation of women in university programs within these 
strategic fields. 

To measure the gender gap, we developed two analytical categories—programming-inten-
sive university degrees and technological development fields—while also applying the STEM 
classification as defined by ISCED. This framework enabled a more comprehensive examina-
tion of women's university participation, encompassing enrollment trends, active students, and 
graduation rates across six Latin American countries over recent years. 

2 Methods 
This research employs a comparative-descriptive approach based on official statistics from 

six Latin American countries (Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Mexico). We 
selected these countries to represent diverse higher education systems in the region, with vary-
ing balances of public and private institutions: Argentina and Uruguay maintain predominantly 
public systems (81% and 92% respectively), Mexico and Colombia feature mixed models 
(56.2% and 45.5% public), while Chile and Peru operate predominantly private systems (27.2% 
and 24.2% public). We analyzed differences between men and women in enrollment, active 
students, and graduates while applying three complementary classifications. 

2.1 STEM 
The international educational literature uses the International Standard Classification of 

Education (ISCED) as a taxonomy to delimit the scope of STEM careers. This is the standard 
reference framework created by the member agencies of UNESCO (United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization) that is used to compare educational statistics inter-
nationally. 

This classification categorizes the fields of education and training at the secondary and 
tertiary levels of any country into 11 broad fields and 29 specific fields (UNESCO, 2014, 2015). 
The ISCED criterion consists of grouping careers according to the predominant thematic con-
tent of their curricula, i.e., the "factual, practical and theoretical knowledge imparted during the 
program and recognized through the respective certification" (UNESCO, 2013). A program 
considered STEM if it falls within the following broad fields into ISCED classification: 

 
• 05 (Natural sciences, mathematics and statistics) 
• 06 (Information and communication technologies) - ICT 
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• 07 (Engineering, Manufacturing and Construction) 

2.2 Programming-Intensive University Programs 
Given the complexity of establishing univocally what programming careers are and the 

lack of international consensus in this regard, we as part of the NGO Chicas en Tecnología 
developed a methodology to identify them: the degrees grouped under this category are those 
in which the use of different programming languages is a core competency of the graduate's 
profile. This category was initially applied in the research "An Unequal Career" (CET, 2022) 
and in this report it is used for the first time to analyze the university systems of Argentina, 
Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Peru and Uruguay. The process to categorize involved 3 stages: 
1. First, a grouping of occupations in the technology sector was carried out. To do this, we 

used the O*NET taxonomy, a detailed classifier that systematically describes the more than 
900 occupations in the U.S. labor market, their tasks, activities, skills and knowledge in-
volved. In the case of the programming-intensive category, occupations in the information 
technology (IT) sector were identified. 

2. The next step was to understand which higher education programs are associated with those 
occupations. To do this, we used the converter between occupations and disciplines of study 
published by the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics and the linkage between the 
O*NET occupational taxonomy and the Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP). CIP 
is a coding system that facilitates the organization of instructional program fields of study. 
It uses categories of fields of specialization with three levels of granularity and is used to 
categorize formal academic and vocational training programs at the higher education level. 
By applying this converter to IT occupations, a list of careers for the programming-intensive 
category was obtained. 

3. Finally, the list of careers pre-selected in the previous step was verified by checking the 
profile of the graduate and the curricular structure of each one. 
 
Examples of programs in this category include Software Engineering, Computer Science, 

and Information Systems Development. 

2.3 Technology Development 
The technological development category was established to encompass educational pro-

grams aligned with occupational profiles that prioritize technology creation as a core objective. 
The application process for this category was also based on 3 stages: 
 

1. The O*NET taxonomy was used to group the occupations. In this case, for the technology 
development category, occupations requiring technology design skills19F

5 combined with pro-
gramming were identified. 

2. The next step was to understand what careers or fields of study are associated with these 
occupations. To do this, we used the converter between occupations and disciplines of study 
published by the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics itself and the linkage between 
the O*NET taxonomy of occupations and the Classification of Instructional Programs 
(CIP). By applying this converter to the occupations identified in the first step (occupations 
that combine technology design and programming skills), a list of recommended careers 
was obtained. 

 
 

5  Understood as the capacity to generate and adapt equipment and technology to meet user needs (O*NET, 
2024). 
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3. Based on this set of university careers, the list of careers pre-selected in the previous step 
was verified by checking the profile of the graduate and the curricular structure of each one. 

4. Examples include Robotics Engineering, Biomedical Engineering, and Digital Systems De-
sign. 

2.4 Sources of information 
The quantitative analysis was based on publicly available databases in each country (Chile, 

Colombia and Mexico), data provided through access to public information (Argentina) and 
information provided by the statistics areas of the Ministries of Education (Peru and Uruguay). 
All graphs presented in this report are based on the above-mentioned databases. 

Table 1 
Sources of Databases For The Report 

Country Information provided by Time period 
Argentina Request for access to public information. Data provided by the former De-

partment of University Information of the Secretariat of University Policies 
of the Ministry of Education. 

2012-2019 
2019-2021 

Chile Public information available on the Mifuturo portal led by the Higher Edu-
cation Information Service (SIES) of the Chilean Ministry of Education. 

2014-2022 

Colombia Public information available in the National Higher Education Information 
System (SNIES) of the Ministry of National Education. 

2014-2022 

Mexico Public information available in the Higher Education Statistical Yearbook 
of University Higher Education prepared by the Undersecretariat of Higher 
Education (SES) through the General Directorate of University and Inter-
cultural Higher Education (DGESUI), under the Ministry of Public Educa-
tion (SEP). 

2016-2022 

Peru Information provided by the Directorate of Policies for the Development 
and Quality Assurance of Higher Education of the Ministry of Education of 
Peru. 

2017-2022 

Uruguay Information provided by the Research and Statistics Division of the Minis-
try of Education of Uruguay 

2018-2022 

 
The set of variable classifications and therefore possible disaggregation used for the re-

gional analysis are binary gender (female or male), degree level (undergraduate, graduate or 
postgraduate), type of institution (public or private) and ISCED classification. 

 
The research timeframe, spanning at least five years in each country, enables the identifi-

cation of both the most recent available data (which, in most cases, corresponds to 2022) and 
medium-term trends that underscore the persistence of the phenomenon under analysis: the 
gender gap in technology-related university programs. 

2.5 Limitations 
The official data used in the preparation of this report are classified by binary gender, which 

restricted the statistical analysis and prevented the inclusion of all gender identities. As a result, 
the study was constrained by a binary-centered perspective. 

Although the focus of this study is the university system, it is not the only way to enter the 
world of technology. Analyzing other possible training paths (non-university education system 
and non-formal education course offerings) are extremely valuable and complementary to this 
research. 
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3 Findings 
The regional landscape of the gender gap in technology-focused higher education programs 

reveals a consistent trend across countries: despite variations in national contexts, the gender 
gap in STEM disciplines is widening, with the most pronounced disparities observed in pro-
gramming and technological development careers. 

3.1 General trends in higher education in Latin America 
University systems in the surveyed countries have undergone significant growth over the 

past decade. During the period analyzed, total enrollment increased substantially across all 
countries. In Argentina, university enrollment grew by 23% between 2018 and 2021, while 
from 2018 to 2022, it expanded by 19% in Uruguay, 11% in Mexico, 9% in Peru, and 2% in 
both Chile and Colombia. 

Women have been key drivers of university system expansion. In all the analyzed coun-
tries, they constitute the majority of enrolled students, with 61.3% in Argentina, 54.7% in Mex-
ico, 55% in Colombia, 55.3% in Chile, 51.2% in Peru, and 64% in Uruguay. In every case, the 
increase in female enrollment has outpaced that of male students, further solidifying their nu-
merical dominance in higher education. 

Figure 1 
Female Participation in Undergraduate and Postgraduate University Enrollment (2022) 

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on official statistics 

The distribution of university majors remains profoundly uneven between female and male 
students. Although women constitute the majority in higher education, their presence in tech-
nology-related programs is disproportionately low. A consistent pattern emerges across all sur-
veyed countries: female students are overrepresented in fields such as health and welfare, edu-
cation, and social sciences, while their participation in STEM and technology disciplines is 
markedly lower. 

Despite the significant presence of women in higher education, the gender gap in STEM 
and technology careers remains prevalent in both public and private university systems. This 
indicates that institutional differences in educational governance do not significantly impact the 
underrepresentation of women in technology-intensive programs, highlighting a systemic issue 
that transcends the public-private divide. 

3.2 STEM disciplines 
Although women represent the majority of total university enrollment in the six countries 

analyzed, their participation in STEM careers is in the minority. 
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The proportion of women in STEM fields exhibits a consistent regional trend, with no 
country achieving gender parity. Uruguay reports the highest female participation at 42.6%, 
followed by Argentina and Colombia, while Peru and Chile have the lowest shares at 28.9% 
and 29%, respectively. These disparities stand in stark contrast to overall university enrollment, 
where women make up more than 50% of students across all analyzed countries. 

Figure 2 
Female Participation in Undergraduate and Graduate University STEM Enrollment (2021-
2022) 

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on the official statistics. 

The distribution within STEM disciplines is not homogeneous. In all the countries ana-
lyzed, women have a higher participation in the fields of natural sciences, mathematics and 
statistics (even exceeding 50% in several countries) than in ICT or engineering. 

The temporal evolution 2018-2022 reveals an important trend in STEM education across 
Latin America: despite notable increases in absolute female enrollment, the percentages of fe-
male participation have remained relatively stable. This pattern indicates that growth has been 
proportional between genders—when female enrollment increases, male enrollment also rises 
at similar or even higher rates. For example, in Mexico, although female enrollment grew sig-
nificantly (approximately 35,000 more students), the percentage of participation only increased 
marginally from 31.3% to 32.8%. This suggests that while more women are entering STEM 
careers in absolute terms, the relative gender composition in these disciplines remains largely 
unchanged, highlighting the persistent challenges in achieving gender parity. 
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Figure 3 
Female Participation in Undergraduate and Graduate University STEM Enrollment by Broad 
Field (2022) 

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on the official statistics. Argentina for 2021. 

Figure 4 
Evolution of Female Participation in Undergraduate and Graduate STEM Enrollment (2018- 
2022) 

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on the official statistics.  

3.3 Programming-intensive 
The gender gap widens in programming-intensive education programs. Mexico and Argen-

tina show the highest participation of women with 22.6% and 20.3% respectively, while Chile 
has the lowest with only 11.1%. Uruguay, despite having the highest female participation in 
STEM disciplines, has only 20.1% in programming careers. These numbers reveal a particu-
larly pronounced segregation in software development, a key field for digital transformation. 
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Figure 5 
Female Participation in Enrollment in Undergraduate and Postgraduate Programs (2022) 

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on the official statistics. 

The 2018–2022 trends in programming-related careers reveal an even greater challenge 
than in STEM fields overall. While in STEM, female participation typically ranges from 30–
40% across most countries, in programming, the figures are significantly lower, primarily be-
tween 15–22%. 

When analyzing trends, we observe that the absolute number of women enrolling in pro-
gramming has increased in several countries (for instance, Mexico saw an increase from 23,245 
to 30,787 students), yet the percentage of female participation has shown only marginal 
growth—in Mexico's case, rising from 21.6% to 22.6%. This suggests that enrollment has 
grown proportionally for both genders but starting from a much lower baseline of female par-
ticipation compared to STEM education programs. 

Uruguay, which leads in female participation in STEM with over 42%, reports female en-
rollment in programming at around 20%, illustrating that even in countries with greater gender 
equity in STEM, programming careers face unique challenges in attracting and retaining female 
talent. Meanwhile, Chile maintains the region's lowest participation rates, with only modest 
growth from 9.9% to 11.1% despite increased enrollment. 

3.4 Technological Development 
Applying the new category technological development, target to identify education pro-

grams which are suitable for occupations requiring technology design skills combined with 
programming, Mexico and Argentina lead with a female participation of 28.1% and 22.8%, 
respectively. They are followed by Uruguay with 21.6%, while Peru has the lowest participation 
with 14%. This distribution shows that, even in fields that integrate hardware, software and 
biotechnology/bioengineering, female participation continues to be a minority. However, it is 
important to note that in biotechnology and bioengineering careers, female participation is 
much higher (close to or above 50% in several countries). 

 
• When analyzing the comparative trends over time in technology development-oriented pro-

grams across countries, distinct patterns of evolution emerge. Mexico exhibits the most 
sustained growth, both in total enrollment (with an increase of approximately 14,150 stu-
dents between 2018 and 2022) and in female participation, which rose from 26.6% to 
28.1%. 
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• Argentina also demonstrates significant growth in student enrollment (adding more than 
20,800 students between 2018 and 2021), with female participation increasing from 18.3% 
to 22.8%. 

• In contrast, Peru shows a less favorable trend, with a slight decline in female participation 
(from 14.6% to 14.0%), despite an increase in total enrollment of nearly 2,700 students. 

• Chile and Colombia exhibit more moderate growth in both metrics. Colombia records a 
gradual rise in female participation, from 18.3% to 19.1%, while Chile sees an increase 
from 15.1% to 16.4% over the analyzed period. 

Figure 6 
Evolution of Female Participation in Enrollment in Undergraduate and Graduate Program-
ming-Related Careers (2018- 2022). 

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on the official statistics. 

Figure 7 
Female Participation in Enrollment in Undergraduate and Graduate Technological Develop-
ment Careers (2022) 

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on the official statistics. 
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Figure 8 
Evolution of Female Participation in Enrollment in Undergraduate and Graduate Technology 
Development Careers (2018- 2022).  

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on the official statistics.  

3.5 Comparison Among the Three Categories: STEM, Programming-Intensive and Te-
chnological Development 
Comparative analysis across the three categories reveals that women's participation in tech-

nology development careers consistently exceeds their representation in programming fields. 
Mexico demonstrates this pattern clearly with 28.1% female students in technology develop-
ment versus 22.6% in programming, as does Chile (16.4% vs 11.1%). This higher participation 
likely stems from the inclusion of biotechnology programs, which traditionally attract more 
women. 

Peru shows minimal variation across all categories (13.5-14.0%), maintaining the region's 
lowest female participation rates. Mexico leads with the highest female representation and dis-
plays a clear gradient: technology development (28.1%), programming (22.6%), and STEM-
ICT (22.5%). Uruguay and Colombia follow similar patterns, though with less pronounced dif-
ferences between categories. 

4 Conclusions 
University systems in Latin America exhibit significant gender disparities in technology-

related fields. To better understand this imbalance, this study introduces an innovative method-
ological approach that incorporates the internationally recognized ISCED classification, used 
to identify STEM careers, and establishes two complementary categories: programming-inten-
sive and technology development-oriented disciplines. This framework provides greater visi-
bility into the depth of the gender gap across different technological fields. 

The findings reveal a consistent pattern: at a general level, the outlook appears encourag-
ing, as women constitute the majority of the total university student body, ranging from 51.2% 
in Peru to 64% in Uruguay. However, a sharp decline is observed when analyzing STEM ca-
reers, where female participation drops substantially. The gap is even more pronounced in tech-
nology-specific fields: in programming, female participation does not exceed 23% in any coun-
try, while in technology development, although slightly higher, it remains below 30%. 

The 2018–2022 trend analysis highlights another concerning aspect: despite growth in the 
absolute enrollment of women across all these fields, their relative participation has remained 
nearly unchanged. 
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In this article, we propose a new methodology to identify and quantify the gender gap in 
technology-related higher education programs across six Latin American countries. While an 
in-depth examination of the root causes of gender disparities in university education falls be-
yond the scope of this study, the findings emphasize the importance of applying robust meth-
odologies to accurately assess the magnitude and structural nature of this challenge. Conse-
quently, they underscore the urgency of implementing targeted interventions to address the spe-
cific barriers that hinder women's participation in technology careers. 

Figure 9 
Female Participation in Undergraduate and Graduate Enrollment in ICT (STEM), Program-
ming and Technology Development Related Careers (2021-2022) 

 
Note. Source: Own elaboration based on the official statistics. Argentina for 2021. 
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Abstract 
Context: Set in the context of vocational education and training (VET) in England, this paper 
draws upon data generated from a large national Practitioner Research Programme (PRP) 
funded by the Education and Training Foundation (ETF) from 2018-2024. Supervised and 
taught by the University of Sunderland, the PRP provides research training and support for VET 
practitioners enabling them to conduct systematic research into their educational practice in the 
contexts in which they work. The aim of each PRP is to identify how aspects of educational 
practice might be improved and to investigate how such improvements might be realised in 
practice in the context of each sector-practitioner’s work. Shortcomings and superficialities in 
contemporary framings of concepts theory and practice in the VET system in England are crit-
ically examined in this paper. The neglect of other forms of knowledge with reference to con-
cepts of savoir faire - knowing how make something or do a job well for its own sake and savoir 
être - knowing how to conduct yourself in a good way in a particular field of vocational practice 
as well as in wider social and political settings are also discussed. 
Approach: Examples from research conducted in the PRP including contributions from litera-
ture, are drawn upon. The purpose of this paper is to invite critical consideration of the question 
of why, the empiricist-positivist hypothesis underpinning current models of educational change 
and improvement continues to be so widely supported and promoted by policy professionals, 
when the evidence to justify its usefulness in improving educational practice is so weak? Data 
are drawn from a sample of 12 PRP practitioner-researchers working in continuing vocational 
education and training (CVET) and teaching across a range of subjects and disciplines in the 
sector in England. These include Construction; Aerospace Engineering; Iron Trades; ICT; Eng-
lish Language; the National Health Service (NHS), Fine Art and Photography. This, small-
scale, qualitative research study employs reflexive, systematic, thematic analysis to interrogate 
data derived from several sources in the study including, semi-structured interviews; critical 
incidents; case studies; extracts from MPhil/PhD theses as well as accounts of the experiences 
of VET practitioners’ and their students. 
Findings and Conclusion: A key finding of this study is that encouraging and supporting VET 
practitioners to give themselves permission to be authentic and present in conducting research 
into their own practice in ways which take context and lived experience seriously, is highly 
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impactful in improving educational practice in context. A second finding is that loosening the 
strength of the grip of empiricist-positivist methodologies and methods upon models of educa-
tional change and improvement, including the anonymous authority of the “sciences” is diffi-
cult but not impossible and in the end well worth the effort. 

Keywords 
practitioner-research, educational-improvement, inclusion, trustworthiness 

1 Introduction 
This paper builds upon and adds value to, a previous paper (Gregson, 2023) which draws 

attention to enduring and deep flaws in models of educational change and improvement which 
begin from the top-down and move from the outside-in. Such approaches we argue in this paper, 
assume all that is necessary is to simply tell VET practitioners “what to do” with reference to 
“blueprints” or “recipes” regarding “what works” - or more accurately- what has “worked’ for 
practitioners working in other educational contexts The assumption is that simply telling teach-
ers about other people’s ‘good”, “best”, “excellent practice” - what next – “perfect practice?” 
(Coffield & Edward, 2009), is enough to bring about real and sustainable improvements in the 
educational practices of vocational practitioners across the spectrum of contexts in which they 
work. Our contention is that this is far from the case regarding how practice changes and im-
proves in real-time and real-world contexts. 

Our purpose here is to bring pernicious superficialities surrounding current concepts of 
theory and practice in VET as well as assumptions surrounding “knowledge transfer”, more 
sharply into view. A consequence of superficial conceptions of how knowledge is “transferred” 
from academic research into practice in VET we argue, overlooks/underestimates how different 
forms of knowledge interact. It is worth underscoring how the same superficial conceptions 
also seriously misconstrue the nature of educational practice and the processes through which 
educational practice improves in real-world contexts. With reference to the work of Sarason 
(1990), our previous paper foregrounds how education reform and models of educational 
change, improvement and research in education which impose a model of change from the top-
down and move from the outside in, are locked into expensive and predictable failure. 

Carr (1998, 2005) agrees with Sarason (1990) where he notes that models of educational 
change and improvement which begin from the top-down and move from the outside-in are not 
only naive but also fundamentally flawed on the grounds that they overlook the very nature of 
educational practice and the multiple forms of knowledge and ways of knowing involved in the 
acquisition and development of the skills, qualities of mind and character which underpin the 
drive and the ability to do a job well for its own sake in vocational contexts. Secondly, with 
reference to the work of Kemmis, it is argued that top-down approaches to educational change 
and improvement fundamentally underestimate the processes through which practice changes 
and improves in real-time, in real-world situations. Kemmis points to absurdities in thinking 
that, 

Despite the apparent recognition among avant-garde theorists that practitioners are not 
mindless functionaries performing in accordance with the theories of others, or the 
apparent recognition that practice and theory develop reflexively and together, many 
researchers, still proceed to study practice ‘from the outside’, believing that the in-
sights won in the intellectual struggle of the postgraduate seminar at the invitational 
international conference will produce changes in the educational practice of teachers 
who attend neither. (Kemmis in Carr 1998, pp. 2-3) 
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Having said that, it is important to acknowledge how and why practitioner-research some-
times gets a bad name (see for example, Tooley and Darby 1998; Tooley, 2001). The most 
strident and frequent of these criticisms are grounded in discourses which claim that practi-
tioner-research is not as systematic, credible and trustworthy as research routinely conducted 
in Higher Education (HE). It is important to note here that research studies in HE are often 
typically framed by a positivist-empiricist epistemology and a realist ontology, coupled with 
deductive logic. As several of the above authors contend, sometimes criticisms of practitioner-
research are deserved. However, the argument we make in this paper is that increasingly they 
are not. A perennial problem is that much of the work of teachers as practitioner-researchers in 
VET does not get completed, shared or published. Little is known about the reasons why prac-
titioner-researchers from the schools’ sector do or do not publish. Less is known about why 
those from the VET sector publish least of all. This paper argues that published qualitative peer-
reviewed research is routinely judged against inappropriate positivist standards. Discussions of 
theory are often separated from discussions of practice, methodology and method and these fail 
to provide authentic and holistic accounts of experiences of engaging in research which aims 
to change and improve educational practice in VET contexts. 

2 Background 
VET practitioners are continually faced with several challenges regarding issues curricu-

lum design, content, pedagogy and assessment. The first, challenge requires sector practitioners 
to pay attention to epistemic issues surrounding how teachers and their learners acquire and 
develop the different forms of knowledge and ways of knowing in VET contexts. The second, 
involves addressing issues surrounding the pedagogic support teachers and learners need in 
order to learn how to become, (savoir faire) and know how to be, (savoir être) (i.e., ‘good’ 
vocational teachers, learners, credible researchers and pivotal members of the workforce of the 
skilled VET professionals of the future (Méhaut in Brock et. al. 2011). This paper highlights 
the importance of policy professional’s curriculum designers, researchers, teachers and learners 
in not underestimating the challenges of addressing issues surrounding the holistic, multi-con-
textual and epistemic plurality of factors involved in framing what we mean when we speak of 
“good work” and “good practice” and “quality” in VET contexts (Carr 1996; Sennett 2009). 

3 The Research Problem and Research Questions 
The works of the above authors inform the overarching research question (see below) that 

infuses the discussion presented in his paper. For example, Coffield (2007, 2008, 2017, 2024) 
points out that, despite decades of expensive, positivist-empiricist-quantitative evaluative re-
search into educational practice which have long and stridently laid claim to being “robust”, [it 
is worth noting that this body of work includes the British government’s £156 million expendi-
ture of taxpayer’s money to date spent on the model of educational change and improvement 
currently employed by the Office Standards of Education (OfSTED)] there is little empirical 
evidence to justify the effectiveness of the “para-mechanical” hypothesis (Ryle 1949/2000, 
p.278) around which the cornerstones of OfSTED rest. 

Coffield (2024, p.89) cautions us against regarding educational policy derived from empir-
icist-positivist research as some kind of “wonder drug” – a self-evident good, which on its own, 
will solve many (if not all) of the pressing and enduring issues we face in educational practice. 
Edwards (2000) is particularly persuasive in his support of this position where he argues that, 

…. research can only inform practice because it can never replace other knowledge 
which teachers bring to bear on practical problems; and that even the best research 
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evidence is not available as fixed, universal relationships between methods and out-
comes, but as local, context-sensitive patterns which have to be interpreted by practi-
tioners within their particular working environments. (Edwards 2000, p. 301) 

3.1 Research Question 1 
The focus of the overarching research question which infuses discussion throughout this 

paper is upon why the hypothesis of the empiricist-positivist approach underpinning current 
models of educational change and improvement continues to be so widely supported and pro-
moted by policy professionals, when the evidence to justify its usefulness in improving educa-
tional practice is so weak? 

3.2 Research Question 2 
This raises further research questions regarding what might be done to address the conun-

drum of how the current widely used and heavily promoted model of educational change and 
improvement might respond and adapt to evidence of conceptual and practical shortcomings in 
the existing approach. This includes questions of who should be allowed to conduct research 
into the improvement of educational practice and how. 

4 Research Methods 
The project from which data sets in this study are drawn is the Practitioner Research Pro-

gramme (PRP) funded by the Education and Training Foundation (ETF) the national body for 
the improvement of educational practice in the VET sector in England from 2018-2024. Re-
search participants contributing to this small-scale, mixed-method, study consist of 12 CVET 
teachers pursuing their studies at MPhil/PhD level at the University of Sunderland with the 
support of the PRP over a total period of 6 years. Data are drawn from a number of sources 
including semi-structured interviews, critical incidents and case studies and extracts from 
MPhil/PhD theses. The data collection phase of this study took place as part of 6 x 3-day, Uni-
versity of Sunderland supported, Residential Research Development workshops over a 2-year 
period 2022-2024. Each Residential Research Development workshop is followed by a series 
of individual tutorials where PRP participants are provided with individual mentoring, intern-
ship  and supervision. 

Data analysed in the study are drawn from the above sample of 12 PRP practitioner-re-
searchers (from a total research population of approximately 400 PRP practitioner-researchers 
supported by the PRP to date). Practitioners from the sample of 12 work across a range of 
subjects and disciplines the CVET sector in England including, Construction (Plumbing); Aer-
ospace Engineering; Iron Trades; ICT; English Language; Fine Art and Photography as well as 
vocational training professionals from the National Health Service (NHS). Data are also derived 
from a recently completed PhD thesis exploring accounts of the experiences of VET tutors as 
they engaged in their research at MPhil/PhD level This, small-scale, qualitative research study 
employs the six-step approach to reflexive thematic analysis advocated by Braun and Clarke, 
(2006) and Nowell et al (2017). These are put to work to ensure that data are analysed in sys-
tematic, trustworthy, accessible and credible ways. Actual examples of PRP participants’ ac-
counts of their experience of engaging in research in VET contexts are also provided. 

Guided by the work of Braun and Clarke, (2006) and Nowell et al. (2017) who recommend 
the adoption of a six-step data analysis process, all the semi-structured 45-minute interviews 
were conducted, recorded and transcribed on Zoom. Playback of each interview required care-
ful observation and active listening. This involved the use of a Data Analysis Notebook/Code-
book where aspects of the data that appeared to be meaningful to participants which were also 
linked to the research questions were noted. This provided opportunities to recall gestures and 
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intonations that may not have been able to document in interview notes alone. In the process of 
data analysis in the interests of rigour, balance, triangulation and transparency, Multiple Coders 
(MCs) then read through each of the 12 transcripts independently, identifying and noting inter-
esting or meaningful categories of data by circling key words and phrases and making notes in 
the margins of each document. Notes that we made individually at this stage sequentially in-
formed the interpretation and construal of the final thematic framework underpinning this study. 
Each transcript was then independently preliminarily coded by each of the MCs. Following 
this, the Coders arranged a series of meetings to compare and discuss the categories each of us 
had identified in each transcript. This helped to make sense of the categories of data identified 
and enabled open discussion of any ambiguities, problems in interpreting meaning. It also 
helped us to begin to notice early commonalities, recurring phrases, metaphors, discrepancies 
and broad/emerging patterns etc., across data in the 12 interview transcripts. 

Problems in the Para-Mechanical Model of Educational Change and Improvement: Issues 
of Lived Experience, Trustworthiness and Presence in Qualitative Educational Research 
in VET 

Learning how to become, (savoir faire) and knowing how to be, (savoir être), a teacher or 
a learner in vocational education are, and have always been, steeped and cultivated in vital, 
vivid and “lived through” experiences of vocational learning in practice - for both teachers and 
learners alike. As discussed above, this involves not only a recognition of the importance of the 
acquisition and development of different forms of knowledge and ways of knowing but also, 
the strengthening of the capacities of vocational teachers and their learners in engaging in prob-
lem-finding, problem-solving and critique in relation to the ongoing improvement of vocational 
practice (Sennett, 2009). In other words, the capacity to conduct research into vocational prac-
tice in order to improve vocational practice is pivotal to “good practice”, “good work” and 
“quality” in VET. Dewey (1916, 1933, 1934, 2025) and Stenhouse (1979) concur where they 
argue that using educational research means doing educational research. In support of this 
claim, Kemmis (in Carr 1998, pp. 2-3) notes that taking an idea from educational theory or 
academic educational research and making it good in practice, is a form of inquiry and therefore 
a legitimate form of educational research. The issue here is not the question of whether voca-
tional teachers and their learners are consumers or producers of educational research. In prac-
tice they are both. A central contention of this paper is therefore that, in an inclusive and egal-
itarian system of VET worthy of the name, vocational teachers and their learners need to be 
encouraged and enabled to learn how to become, (savoir faire) and know how to be, (savoir 
être) vocational researchers in their own right capable of successfully engaging in individual, 
collaborative and collective problem-finding, problem-solving and critique in the contexts in 
which they work. From this perspective, vocational teachers are of necessity required to con-
duct systematic enquiry into improvements in their own practice, in order to bring about lasting 
improvements in the quality of VET in context now and in the future. That is why, Stenhouse 
(1975, p.145) argues that “It is not enough that the work of teachers be studied, they need to 
study it themselves.” 

Theory: The Grip of the Shadowy, Yet Persistent, Empiricist-Positivist Inheritance of 
British Educational Research 

As discussed above, although there has been a significant level of public investment in 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) in England, the return on this financial outlay has 
not always yielded discernible value for public money in terms of actual improvements in the 
form of raised levels of achievement for learners. In short, this paper argues that the “para-
mechanical model”, which has dominated research in education in England for so long, assumes 
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that teachers just need to be told what to do by external “experts” who presume to know better  
and that this is all that is needed in order to successfully “transfer” theoretical/academic 
knowledge into practice. As also previously discussed this is not only naive but also not nearly 
enough to secure real and sustainable change and improvement in vocational educational prac-
tice. The power and influence of the “para-mechanical model”, in England (and elsewhere) is 
formidable in that in England studies in educational research have tended to rely upon research 
conducted from the outside-in, largely dominated by a view of the social world grounded in a 
linear, technocratic, input-output model of causality. Consequently, educational improvement 
is currently widely construed in England as being powered by a complex set of “para-mechan-
ical” (Ryle 1949/2000, p.278), policy levers and drivers, putatively assumed to be capable of 
driving educational practice forward. Hamilton (1998, p. 78) traces the problem back to long-
term preoccupations with the “shadowy yet persistent, empiricist and positivist inheritance of 
British educational research”, which simultaneously fractures the concept of practice while rel-
egating human lived experience to a position of irrelevance. 

As already noted, the most frequent criticisms of practitioner-research In England tend to 
be levelled by empiricist and positivist researchers (in British contexts see for example, Tooley 
& Darby 1998; Tooley 2001), who claim that practitioner-research is second-rate in that it is 
not as systematic, credible and trustworthy as research routinely conducted by professional re-
searchers in Higher Education (HE). A consequence of this is that research studies in HE in 
England are still widely regarded as being more important and worthy of being taken seriously 
when they are framed by a positivist epistemology, a realist ontology and guided by deductive 
logic. Gregson and Gregson (2018, 2023), Gregson and Spedding (2020) point out that for some 
educational researchers, the lure and status of ‘pure’ research and research concerned with the-
ory development is strong, particularly in situations where the theoretical is routinely elevated 
above the practical. In these contexts, grappling with issues of policy implementation and the 
tensions and challenges involved in putting good ideas from educational research into good 
educational practice often hold little or no attraction. Ironically, many if not most, educational 
researchers come to research through the practitioner route. Indeed, significant numbers of re-
searchers in Higher Education (HE) and those involved in the provision of HE in Colleges of 
Further Education (FE) continue to work in departments which have their origins in teacher 
training and still see the initial and continuing professional development of teachers as being 
important not only to the profession but also to society more broadly. However, the inferiority 
complex, deep fissures and troubling insecurities that surround vocational teachers and that they 
must overcome in believing in themselves as researchers, academics and scholars can be diffi-
cult and sometimes impossible to shake off, even for more experienced and confident teachers. 
For beginning teacher-researchers in vocational education these pressures and insecurities can 
even prevent them from seeing themselves as legitimate researchers in education at all. Not 
surprisingly, much of the work of teachers as practitioner-researchers in VET does not get com-
pleted, shared or published. Little is known about the reasons why practitioner-researchers 
working in compulsory education do or do not publish. Even less is known about why those 
from the VET sector publish less than those in any other sector of education. 

While in theory, the same research standards exist for research of a quantitative and a qual-
itative nature and also (at least in theory) apply equally to research conducted by professional 
academic researchers and practitioner-researchers, published qualitative research is routinely 
judged against inappropriate positivist standards as being inferior or in some way second-rate 
(see for example, Tooley and Darby 1998; Tooly 2001). The problem here is not so much a 
problem of the quality of the research itself but the extent to which different peer-reviewers are 
able to recognise, admit and accept the value of a plurality of ontological, epistemological and 
methodological perspectives in educational research. In the worst cases, discussions of theory 
are often separated from discussions of practice, methodology and method and as such fail to 
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provide authentic and holistic accounts of the lived experiences (not only of the researcher but 
also the experiences of “the researched") of engaging in research endeavours in VET contexts. 
In addition, it is now reluctantly but increasingly acknowledged that articles published in peer-
reviewed journals in the field of educational research are scarcely read and reach few outsides 
of the academy. It is also not difficult to find many examples of large-scale and expensive 
studies conducted from an empiricist-realist-positivist-quantitative peer-reviewed, perspective 
which have had little or no discernible impact upon practice in VET and other sectors of edu-
cation and sit unread on the shelves of academic libraries and remote research databases despite 
have been awarded significant levels of research funding. 

This paper reports and explores the “lived through” experiences and the research journeys 
of 12 CVET practitioners who at the beginning of the PRP felt that they were not capable of 
engaging in credible, impactful and trustworthy educational research, academic writing and 
scholarship. It offers practical illustrative examples of how many of these practitioner-research-
ers from the VET sector were enabled to subsequently progress to successful study and post-
graduate research degree and graduation at MPhil and PhD level. 

5 Findings 
An key finding of this study is that providing research training that supports teachers in the 

VET sector to loosen the grip of fragmented concepts of practice and a top-down model of 
educational change and improvement upon their thinking, in a landscape of educational re-
search dominated by what Gadamer (1975 cited in Greene 1995, p.55) describes as the “idolatry 
of the scientific method ... [a] ... peculiar falsehood of modern consciousness”, is not an easy 
task. Encouraging VET practitioners to give themselves permission to be authentic and present 
in their own research not in technical-rational but in pragmatic ways which admit the im-
portance of “lived through” experience and take contexts in which practitioners work seriously, 
takes time. In other words, the grip of the technical-rational, para-mechanical contemporary 
worldview of educational practice and the processes involved in its improvement is strong and 
difficult to loosen (but as also seen in further extracts participant responses/theses) not impos-
sible to shake off). For example, Ketheric (pseudonym) notes, 

I think I was under the impression that we would have to take a more numerical ap-
proach to the data…I was coming in kind of new to the whole thing, so I'd had a little 
look at some research papers or in terms of, theory side of stuff from what a colleague 
had kind of given me … saying, you know, you should have a look at this... I'd got the 
impression that what, what would generally get through into, a research project or an 
action research project was something that had a statistical element to it… So very 
much a quantitative sort of approach… numbers-driven. (Ketheric, Photography Lec-
turer in Semi-Rural FE College) 

Halsin (pseudonym) remembers, 

So, I suppose my initial contact with educational research would have been doing my 
PGCE… I kind of suppose my view of educational research … it was written in a 
language which made it quite difficult to access. I remember I was working with some 
colleagues who were doing a PGCE and we sort of talked about the gap between what 
it’s like in the classroom and then some of the lofty ideas that were bandied around by 
some of the textbooks…So I supposed my initial contact with educational research … 
it was quite dry … and it wasn't very accessible. It didn't feel like it was tangible. 
(Halsin, Film and Media Lecturer, large, rural FE College) 
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A further finding of this study is that encouraging VET participants to begin with their own 
“lived through” experiences of educational practice in the contexts of their work in the early 
stages of their research training, enabled them to “see” and express experiences of educational 
practice in ways which they had been unable to do before. This enabled VET practitioners who 
engaged in the PRP to think and write about their experiences of teaching, learning, assessment 
and research in scholarly ways with increased confidence in themselves as researchers and 
scholars. For example, Enver (pseudonym) recalls: 

 
“I was really worried about the academic writing side of things, in terms of, as I said, I was 

confident in my ability to write, but what does it mean to write as an academic? I was trying to 
write in a style that didn’t really fit with who I am. It didn’t really suit me very well because I 
think I was trying to tick certain academic boxes and [Name of tutor] … sort of stripped it back 
and said, “Listen, think about what you’re doing and think about the language you’re using … 
Think about the language you want to use. And that led to a conversation about Punk music 
and [Name of tutor] said, “Well write about that”. 

I was thinking, well I can’t write … you know… I can’t write about Punk music in my 
thesis and [ then Name of tutor said] ... “Why not … you know, tell the stories… 
researching is about telling stories… so tell your story. And that was a real light bulb 
moment and everything changed really, because I went away and wrote about Punk 
music and I made the connection of how that fits in with the theme of my research … 
looked at Punk music in a certain way…[and that] could be thought of as similar to 
the traditional way of writing … not a lesser form of knowledge or [an inferior) lan-
guage … how [informal and formal] language overlap. That was a key moment for 
me. And I’ve not looked back from that. I’m writing this thesis now as me … not me 
trying to be an academic. (Enver, Plumbing Lecturer, Large Inner-City FE College) 

Many PRP participants in the study expressed feelings of anxiety and a sense of “Imposter 
Syndrome” at the start of their research. This was sense of being somehow in deficit as a re-
searcher was often coupled with perception that credible and trustworthy educational research 
must be numerical, statistical and was [most notably] seldom for people “like them”. Instead, 
they tended to regard participation in educational research as being firmly rooted in the land-
scape and possession of a privileged elite. This finding draws attention to the high levels of 
exclusion, apprehension and anxiety coupled with deep feelings of being ‘imposters’ in the field 
of educational research felt VET practitioners at the outset of their research including the idea 
“real” research requires quantification and the application of statistical techniques in the pursuit 
of objective knowledge and the pursuit of certainty and “the truth”. This was often accompanied 
by the secondary assumption that all research phenomena can and should be reduced to what is 
measurable and/or expressed in formal propositional language. The deeper problem here, as 
Eisner (2002, p.178) reminds us, is that much of what needs to be understood in educational 
research needs a narrative more than it needs a number. For example, Karlach (pseudonym) 
and Elminster (pseudonym) recall: 

I think I was a little bit in awe to be honest, because it was only my second encounter, 
with people that were so involved in educational research and, I guess I kind of felt a 
little bit of an imposter because it hadn't been something that I'd been particularly en-
gaged with. (Karlach, Art Lecturer, Large FE College) 
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What I liked about the visual stuff … is it, sort of brought you back down to earth a 
bit more. It took us away from the … you know … if all I was ever presented with was 
academic journals and, and books and papers … as I said early on, it's intimidating … 
and … [makes you] feel like an imposter. But whereas you …when you move into … 
you know, you've got a funny clip or, or a video or some kind of visual cue or some-
thing else comes up, all of a sudden you feel like you're in a lesson again. You feel 
like you're being taught rather than you are being on your own … which kind of con-
trasts a little bit with the feeling of autonomy, but I always felt like I was able to make 
my own choices. (Elminster, (pseudonym) Vice Principal, Large FE College) 

A further finding of this study is that purposefully attending to and meaningfully harness-
ing the “heightened vitality” of narrative accounts and aesthetic experience (Dewey, 1934, 
2005), sparked a “wide awakeness”, … an existential awareness of what it is and what it means 
and feels like to be a human being in the world (Greene, 1995). Data from this study suggest 
that this enabled a heightened sense of consciousness, ignited by aesthetic experience in edu-
cation, which served to enhance cognition and expand learning mediated through engagement 
with the arts (Eisner, 2002) in the form of “epistemic shortcuts”. For example, Wyll (pseudo-
nym) comments, 

I love a good gif … I love a meme … they always make me chuckle. But things like 
the use of those … the use of the music, the games, the role-playing things, it's almost 
like .. it’s still … the kind of thing that we would look for in good teaching practice as 
well. (Wyll, English Lecturer, Large FE College) 

A final finding of this study is that participating in Research Galleries where examples of 
drafts of the writing and scholarship of research participants were exhibited, shared and con-
structively commented upon by both peers and tutors enabled research participants to “see” 
these drafts as artistic artefacts and works in progress in circumstances where (often but not 
exclusively literary, text-based) artistic artefacts could be simultaneously seen as works of art 
and acts of scholarship. Creating spaces and moments of heightened vitality through engage-
ment in aesthetic experience and experiential learning in their research training enabled VET 
participants in the study to collaborate and cooperate in developing their own “research voice” 
and improving their levels of academic writing and scholarship. This included sharing stories 
and engaging with accounts experiences of research conducted by themselves and other educa-
tional researchers In addition, the provision of a range of practical examples of educational 
research of varying quality provided as part of their research training allowed the VET practi-
tioners who participated in the study to give themselves permission to be authentically ‘present’ 
in their thinking, writing and talking about their own experiences of research in the past and in 
the present. This helped VET practitioners in the study to “see” the variety of ways in which 
experiences of educational research can be put into words and represented in a range of linguis-
tic ways and through other forms of expression. For example, Elminster (pseudonym) tells us, 

 

I really valued the Galleries … we’d write our abstracts … and we’d have a Gallery 
[of [our Abstracts] … I think what was really fascinating about that is that everyone 
else in that room was in the same boat. So, I’m not judging myself as an academic at 
that point… I’m judging … I’m almost measuring … how I have interpreted something 
compared to how someone else under the same conditions has interpreted something 
… The reason that this was so beneficial is that it wasn’t an intimidating process… 
We were really supporting each other and giving feedback … and I also felt that the 
feedback was quite honest … You could give some honest feedback without feeling 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 243 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

that you had to fluff it up because you liked someone or knew someone. (Elminster, 
Vice Principal, Large FE College) 

6 Conclusion 
The paper concludes that where you stand in relation to the nature and purpose of educa-

tional research in VET influences not only policy priorities surrounding approaches to educa-
tional change and improvement but also in determining what we mean when we speak of “good 
work” and “quality” in VET including the extent to which they inhere in practice. In other 
words, the positions we adopt regarding the interaction of theory and research in education, 
their relationship to each other, their operational significance in the improvement of practice as 
well as their importance contribute to what we mean when we speak of “good work” and “qual-
ity” in VET. Whether we like it or not … whether we mean them to or not… the positions we 
adopt in relation to these issues reveal our ontological, epistemological and methodological 
assumptions regarding the purpose of VET; what VET is for; who should be responsible for 
the improvement of practice in VET; why and in what ways (Carr, 1998). 
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Abstract 
Context: The transition of the South African energy system to renewable energy and specifi-
cally solar energy requires a shift in skills that facilitates the readiness of the current and future 
workforce, to ensure that the transition is just. Preparing the workforce requires reskilling, up-
skilling and overall skills development in the emerging sectors. This paper hence aims to con-
tribute to the understanding of the skills and provisioning needed for the transition by investi-
gating how occupations are changing, and what the implications are for vocational education 
and training. 
Approach: We use an occupational analysis of electricians to understand changes in the occu-
pation as it transitions into solar energy. We conducted an in-depth document analysis and 30 
extensive semi-structured interviews with employers, employees, industry leaders, and policy 
representatives in the solar energy sector. Through this iterative process, we were able to show-
case how the electrician occupation is transitioning in the solar energy sector. Our analysis 
attempts to provide a contribution, firstly, by providing a conceptual framing of how occupa-
tions in transition can be studied, and secondly by providing an empirical example of how oc-
cupations are transitioning, and the implications for Vocational Education and Training (VET). 
Findings: Our findings reveal that the tasks carried out by electricians change as they transition 
from traditional sectors (e.g. coal generated electricity) to solar energy. This is specifically 
linked to aspects such as installing solar panels, inverters and batteries, switching from working 
with Alternating Current to Direct Current systems, and maintaining and troubleshooting solar 
systems. However, their core electrical knowledge still provides a strong basis for their transi-
tion, although they do require upskilling. We further find that the VET system although being 
well positioned to support the transitioning occupation, are constrained by various systemic 
factors that are limiting their current ability to support an inclusive transition. 
Conclusions: We therefore put forward that the occupational analysis framework that was de-
veloped provides a relevant tool for conceptually understanding and investigating occupational 
change. The nature of change of the electrician occupation that was observed hence calls for a 
focused curricula and systemic alignment of VET, which would allow for VET to play a critical 
role as an anchor to support skills development for the energy transition. 
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1  Introduction 
Ramsarup et al. (2024a) have argued that the issue of skills within the energy transition has 

been reactive and is predominantly approached from what skills are needed for the implemen-
tation of renewable technology. This has resulted in a fragmented response to skilling for the 
energy transition (Ramsarup et al., 2024b). Alongside that the least is known about intermediate 
level skills and the role of Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges 
within the transition. The TVET system, which has the potential to offer technical skills for the 
transition as well as social inclusion, remains “weak”, “fragmented” and “unresourceful” (Af-
rican Union, 2018; Allais, 2020). The lack of urgency with foregrounding skills and the weak 
TVET system hence results in a vicious cycle in which changes to technical occupations linked 
to transitioning systems are not entirely understood or caught on time, and the skill system 
remains unprepared for implementing these changes, resulting in skill supply and demand mis-
matches, which impede the energy transition and have negative socioeconomic impacts. 

The South African energy transition is receiving extensive global attention, as a case in 
example of how the justice element can be actualised as systems shift. The country’s energy 
system has been highly dependent on coal for decades, resulting in a deeply rooted mineral 
energy complex (Creamer, 2022). The mineral energy complex has subsequently led to persis-
tent high levels of inequality and poverty, environmental degradation, enhanced climate change 
impacts, and instability of the labour market. Leading to South Africa making commitments to 
green the energy sector and implement a just energy transition. However, we note that critical 
gaps continue to persist in relation to a responsive skill formation system, especially at voca-
tional education and training level (Wits REAL, 2024b), impacting on the actualisation of sus-
tainable transitions. 

We therefore argue in this paper that while there is a substantial amount of political dis-
course surrounding socio-technical transitions, these discussions tend to focus on the political, 
economic, and social implications of changing systems such as the energy transition. And alt-
hough occupations, jobs and skills do tend to be considered, they are often seen from a tech-
nology implementation perspective and are colloquially conceived within the idea of a changing 
world of work. This paper hence aims to deepen the understanding of how jobs are actually 
changing, and what the implications of this change are for vocational education and training, 
and subsequently social inclusion. We focus on the rapidly emerging solar energy sector in 
South Africa, where we use occupations as a unit of analysis, with which we attempt to develop 
a deeper conceptual understanding of how occupations in this sector are transitioning. 

Research Aim 
The study aims to analyse occupational change within the emerging solar sector in South 

Africa, illuminating the changes in job tasks, responsibilities and knowledge requirements, and 
the implication on vocational educational training. 

Research Questions 
i. How are key occupations changing within the solar energy sector? 

ii. How can technical vocational education and training systems support a sustainable tran-
sition of South Africa’s energy sector to solar energy? 
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2 Occupations, Occupational Change and Vocational Education and Training 
An important body of literature when considering educational preparation for work is re-

search which looks at occupations and occupational identity formation. The notion of ‘occupa-
tion’ is important in understanding the idea of specialisation, which is central to educational 
preparation for work. Freidson (2001) argues that where occupations can exert control over 
division of labour, members of distinct occupations have exclusive rights to perform the tasks 
associated with them, inevitably overlapping to some extent with related occupations. Studies 
of occupational labour markets and occupational identity formation—come together in studies 
of vocational education, because successful vocational education and apprenticeship systems 
have generally been focused on education for an occupation. In other words, they develop com-
petence and identity for a regulated occupational labour market where an occupation is a for-
mally recognised social category, with regulations in terms of aspects such as qualifications, 
range of practical and theoretical knowledge required, and promotion requirements and proce-
dures (Brockmann, 2011, drawing on Rauner, 2007). 

In occupational labour markets the employment relationship is a long-term one. This makes 
it possible for it to be founded on broad abilities, such as an understanding of the entire work 
process and of the wider industry, and on an integration of manual and intellectual tasks, to be 
able to plan, execute, and evaluate work, and not just carry out narrowly specified tasks. The 
implication is that occupational labour markets are linked to strong vocational education sys-
tems. 

2.1 VET Response to the Energy Transition in South Africa 
The South African Vocational Education and Training (VET) system reflects an incremen-

tal energy transition seen through the introduction of some renewable energy courses, including 
solar. However, the response of the VET system to the transition is relatively slow, with only a 
few renewable energy related courses being provided by VET, and no apparent curricula 
changes to incorporate renewable energy in courses that are cardinal for the solar energy and 
other renewable energy sectors (Ramsarup et al., 2024b; SANEA, 2023). This appears to be the 
case in several countries, Ramsarup et al. (2024a, p.262) note that, “in a number of places, 
North and South, formal vocational education remains tightly linked to the same old sectors, 
even though there may be few new jobs being created in them”. What is evident though, in the 
South African context, is that renewable energy provisioning and apprenticeships that link stu-
dents to the world of work, are dominated by private providers (Wits REAL, 2024a). 

3 Methodology 
Data collection included a comprehensive desktop review, and 30 semi-structured inter-

views with employers, employees, industry leaders, and policy representatives in the solar en-
ergy sector. Additionally, four employer working group meetings were held. The research was 
in 3 phases which informed the findings as follows: 

 
• Mapping of the solar energy value chain to surface the trajectory and key contextual issues, 

understanding the occupational interplay, and identification of occupations at risk, trans-
forming or emerging. This phase provided insight into the occupational landscape of the 
solar sector and aided with the identification of key occupations to focus on. 

• Analysis of occupational transitions, through document analysis, workplace observations 
and extensive interviews. This phase surfaced insight into how occupations are changing 
with the emergence of the solar energy sector, highlighting the core knowledge of the oc-
cupations, the changes in tasks as the occupations transitioned into solar, the new 
knowledge and skills required, and the current landscape for reskilling and upskilling. 
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• Analysis of the implications of transitioning occupations for vocational education and train-
ing within the solar energy sector. 
 
This was part of a broader study on six occupations but this paper places detailed emphasis 

on one transitioning occupation, the electrician. To understand how the occupation is changing 
we developed an analysis framework, which examined changes within the occupation against 
the following six dimensions: 

 
• Political Economy/Ecology of the Transitioning Occupation 
• Scope and change in occupational tasks 
• Field of knowledge required and shifts in the field of knowledge 
• Materials, tools and machining and changes 
• Goods and services produced and changes 
• Status of occupation (core, non-core, periphery) & level / changes 

 
In this paper we focus on the analysis of two key dimensions, the scope and change in 

occupational tasks and the field of knowledge required. These dimensions provide an under-
standing of how work is evolving and how the curricula and overall TVET system can respond 
to these changes. 

4 Results 
In this section, we discuss occupational change in the transition to renewable energy. We 

use an occupational change analysis framework to investigate how work is changing, by trying 
to show the change in tasks and knowledge required and the implication for skills and VET. 
We present the case of the electrician and their transition into the solar sector where they emerge 
as solar installers or maintain the status of electrician. We then show the implications of occu-
pational change on the VET system. We close the section by showing that the occupational 
change analysis framework developed provides a clearly defined tool to understand how jobs 
and occupations are changing, to enable concentrated efforts in aligning VET responses. 

4.1 How are Occupations Changing? Emerging Insights from the Analysis of Changes in 
Tasks and Knowledge Required of Electricians in the Solar Sector 
This analysis focused on the transition of electricians into the solar sector as solar installers 

and/or electricians with a solar specialisation. The analysis of occupational tasks revealed that 
most electricians were able to rely on their core electrical knowledge as they moved into the 
solar sector. This included knowledge on connecting electrical systems to the grid, installing 
and maintaining electrical wiring, safety, and testing systems. However, there were some new 
tasks that they needed to perform which required new knowledge, such as installing solar pan-
els, installing inverters and battery storage systems, putting installed systems online, and per-
forming maintenance on PV systems. It should be noted that not all installers interviewed had 
an electrical background, but those who did have one tended to have more responsibility in-
cluding inspecting installations, connecting the PV system to the grid and commissioning sys-
tems if they obtained a wireman’s license20F

1. The electricians indicated that it was not difficult 
for them to acquire the skills to perform these new tasks through short training courses and on-

 
 

1  A wireman’s licence is a certificate awarded to electricians who have undergone training to conduct verifi-
cation and certification of electrical construction sites, test and inspect electrical installations, and repair 
electrical equipment. The license further allows them to issue electrical compliance certificates (ECOC). 
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the-job training. However, there were differences between participants that had electrical core 
knowledge and those that did not, those without often received practical training on the job and 
could not perform certain tasks such as commissioning systems or connecting systems to the 
grid. 

Table 1 below shows the transition of an electrician from traditional electrical systems 
(such as coal-generated electricity) to the solar sector as an installer or electrician. The table 
highlights the changes in occupational tasks in the transition into the solar sector, for example 
planning solar photovoltaic (PV) system configurations, installing solar panels, support struc-
tures, inverters and batteries, and activating PV systems and connecting them to the grid. The 
table further reflects that the electrician occupation has a strong knowledge foundation that is 
useful in transitioning to solar specialisations as depicted under the core knowledge column. 
Knowledge such as electrical installation, wiring, system commissioning and diagnosing and 
troubleshooting faults all give electricians a competitive advantage in the solar sector, as similar 
tasks are performed albeit with a specialisation in PV systems. 

The findings additionally reveal that electricians who move into the solar sector need to 
acquire knowledge in aspects such as conversion of direct current (generated from solar panels) 
to alternating current (found in grid connection setups and home and industry outlets), solar 
panel installation, operation of inverters and batteries, and the maintenance, diagnosis and trou-
bleshooting of PV components and systems. These emerging knowledge needs appear to re-
quire upskilling of electricians through training to enhance their existing skills. Majority of this 
upskilling is being provided by private training providers, the workplace and original equip-
ment manufacturers (OEMs), with none of the respondents indicating that they got their solar 
training from TVET colleges. 

4.2 Implications of Occupational Change on VET 
The changes in tasks and knowledge required (highlighted in 4.1 above) offers a clear in-

dication that the TVET system needs to adapt. What we find is that the response by the public 
TVET colleges is very slow. The Electrical Engineering curriculum which most electricians 
study in the TVET colleges for example have not had any adjustments to include solar or any 
other renewable energy components. Further, while 10 out of the 50 TVET colleges in the 
country now offer or are in the phase of starting to offer solar-related training, none of the 
participants obtained solar-related training from TVET colleges. Neither were employers aware 
that TVET colleges offered such training, with their interns only coming from private providers. 
This raises questions on the role that TVET can play in supporting reskilling and upskilling 
within the transition. 

The slow alignment of TVET to emerging knowledge requirements for the solar and other 
renewable energy sectors presents a risk for entry- and mid-level occupations in the workforce 
due to skills mismatches. To contextualise this further from the analysis of 70 solar energy-
related courses across the country, we found that the majority (51%) were offered by private 
providers, while TVET colleges only offered 9% (see figure 1). 
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Table 1 
Occupational Change of Electricians in the Solar Sector 

Core knowledge  Changes in occupational 
tasks in the transition to 
solar  

New knowledge and 
skills required in the 
transition to solar  

Current supply landscape 
for upskilling and re-
skilling 

Electric system design 
and load calculations 

Plan PV system configu-
rations based on cus-
tomer needs and site con-
ditions 

Solar PV system design 
and assessment, inverter 
and battery storage re-
quirements 

Private training providers: 
Solar PV certificate 
First aid and working at 
heights 
Solar PV green card 
Wireman’s license 
TVET colleges: 
Certificate and diploma in 
electrical engineering 
Trade tests 
Wireman’s license 
Work-based learning and 
on the job training: 
Training by OEMs regard-
ing installation, mainte-
nance and troubleshooting 
of inverters and batteries. 
Wiring, installation etc 

Electrical installation, 
wiring, and earthing  

Install solar panels, sup-
port structures, inverters 
and batteries 

Inverter configurations, 
battery storage integra-
tion, solar panel installa-
tion and panel orienta-
tion and tilt for enhanced 
energy efficiency 

Electrical wiring Connect PV panels to the 
electrical system. 

DC-to-AC conversion 
knowledge, integration 
of PV systems with bat-
tery storage and the grid 

Electrical system com-
missioning, testing and 
troubleshooting 

Activate and test PV sys-
tems. 
 

Diagnosing inverter and 
battery issues, recording 
and analysing perfor-
mance data 

Diagnosing and fixing 
electrical faults 

Performing routine PV 
system maintenance and 
repairs, including invert-
ers and batteries. 

Thermal imaging for 
fault detection, trouble-
shooting inverter and 
battery storage systems. 

 
We therefore argue for renewed urgency of TVET providers and related policies to address 

skills mismatches resulting from occupational change. Some of this urgency can be reflected 
through stronger industry/TVET partnerships and a more fluid curriculum. One of the partici-
pating TVET colleges indicated that one of their major challenges with solar training was that 
they were unable to place their students in solar companies to get practical experience, hence 
most of their students had no practical experience and remained unemployed. On the other 
hand, industry representatives complained about the general poor quality of TVET graduates, 
who had varying capabilities, which they raised as a reason for now shunning away from part-
nerships with TVET colleges. 

This problem could be linked to the curricula in TVET, Winberg & Hollis-Turner (2023) 
note that renewable energy technology is an optional vocational subject, with only 10% of the 
knowledge provided being practical and the outcome levels offering very minimal technical 
aspects. These challenges give rise to the need to adjust TVET curricula to make it more rele-
vant for industry, more practical to ensure that industry benefits from students that are placed 
there, and that more focused renewable energy courses are added into the curricula of traditional 
courses. For example, adding wind and solar energy components to electrical engineering to 
provide more opportunities for graduates and ensure alignment of skills supply and demand. 

Our analysis reveals that there is an important role for TVET colleges, but attention needs 
to be focused at three levels to build VET capacity: 

 
• The role of TVET as an important anchor institution for the energy transition, and how they 

can support and promote an expansion of public provisioning. 
• The role of TVET in supporting upskilling and reskilling current workforces, and not only 

the provision of qualifications. 
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• Re-curriculating relevant curricula e.g. adding solar energy installation and battery storage 
system functions - to ensure knowledge shifts are captured and that there is a broad integra-
tion of sustainability education into their curricula. So that it does not become about in-
stalling solar panels only but rather have a strong sustainability ethic underpinning the work. 

Figure 1 
Solar Energy-Related Courses Being Provided in South Africa 

 

4.3 Does the Occupational Change Analysis Framework Work? 
We used the occupational change analysis framework to investigate how occupations and 

work are changing, specifically considering the transition to solar energy. The framework pro-
vides the ability to study various elements that have an influence on occupational change in-
cluding Scope and change in occupational tasks; Field of knowledge required and shifts in the 
field of knowledge; Materials, tools and machining and changes; Goods and services produced 
and changes; and status of occupation (core, non-core, periphery) and level / changes. 

For this paper we employed two dimensions, the scope and change in occupational tasks 
and the field of knowledge required. These allowed us to track how the occupation is changing, 
that is, how tasks are changing, the field of knowledge required, changes in materials and tools, 
and changes in goods and services produced. From the analysis of these changes, we were then 
able to infer the implications on skills and the skills system. In addition, as shown in this paper, 
occupational change can be investigated and explained using either the entire framework or 
with some dimensions as needed to still be able to offer an understanding of how work is shift-
ing, and how the skills system, VET in this instance, needs to adapt. 

5 Conclusion and Recommendations for VET 
Our results were able to show how the electrician occupation is changing as South Africa 

transitions to solar energy. We note that while the core knowledge of the occupation offers a 
strong foundation for the transition into solar energy, the occupation still requires some level 
of upskilling. We find that while the VET system is strategically located to offer support to the 
electrician occupation as the transition to solar energy takes place, it is falling short of providing 
inclusive skills development and upskilling opportunities for the transition to solar energy. This 
is because of factors such as reactive planning, limited resources and urgency. As such we put 
forward a set of recommendations to guide the role of VET as a supporting structure for skills 
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development, especially the upskilling and reskilling of workers under the fast-paced transition 
to solar energy and subsequently other renewable energy sectors more widely: 

 
• Foundations and flexibility: There is a need for strong knowledge foundations in existing 

occupations as seen with the electrician, with flexibility to adapt rapidly to new demands 
from the just energy transition, which consider existing qualifications and curricula. This 
can include incorporating solar energy into the existing curricula and offering both theoret-
ical and practical outcomes. 

• Redesign from within: For greater relevance and flexibility in key occupations that are in 
transition (e.g. electricians), we propose the optimisation of learning pathways as opposed 
to short courses. This would enable vertical and horizontal progression and more fluid tran-
sitions between education and work. 
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Abstract 
Context: Although there is extensive documentation on the outcomes related to student partic-
ipation in career academies, there is limited literature on the premises and perspectives for 
adopting multiple pathways when implementing the academy model in schools in the United 
States (US). Thus, we sought to explore high school stakeholders’ critical considerations for 
adopting multiple career pathways and perspectives on the perceived implications of program 
implementation. 
Approach: We followed a qualitative case study approach to explore the perspectives of school 
stakeholders regarding the promotion of college and career readiness through multiple path-
ways using the career academy model in a high school. 
Findings: The stakeholders’ perspectives supported the concept of multiple pathways in align-
ment with the career academy model for implementation and building upon enrollment in small 
learning communities with all the social and learning benefits of participation. However, we 
also learned the challenges of offering multiple pathways in a large high school are having a 
shared understanding of related requirements and offering meaningful work-based learning ex-
periences. 
Conclusions: Offering multiple pathways can be a functional structural strategy for promoting 
college and career readiness. However, the operation of multiple pathways in large high school 
settings can also result in unintended implementation consequences. 

Keywords 
education in the United States, career and technical education, multiple pathways, equity and ac-
cess, career academies 

1 Introduction 
Preparing high school students for college and careers in the United States (US) is a policy 

that has received wide support given lingering reports about issues with student transitions to 
further education and work (Lanford & Marco, 2017). In this regard, career academies have 
become widely popular for their underlying model, purposefully designed to promote college 
and career readiness through occupational pathways in 16 career clusters (Stern & Sterns, 
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2008). However, as part of the adoption process, schools and districts must agree on what col-
lege and career readiness means and choose an occupational pathway structure that aligns with 
their local vision (Conchas & Clark, 2002; Hernandez-Gantes, 2016). 

Traditionally, high school students have the choice of an academic track for college prep-
aration and an alternative pathway for technical education. When adopting the career academy 
model, it is possible to implement multiple pathways integrating both academics and career 
preparation (Hernandez-Gantes, 2016). That is, a school can choose to have more than one 
career academy, each offering a different pathway to the transition to postsecondary education 
(Kemple, 2008; Stern et al., 2010). In this context, although there is extensive documentation 
on the outcomes related to student participation in career academies, there is limited literature 
on the premises and perspectives for adopting multiple pathways when implementing the acad-
emy model in schools. 

For comparative reference, in Europe, Vocational Education and Training (VET) pathways 
are diverse, including initial vocational education in schools and apprenticeships in a dual sys-
tem, with variations across countries and educational levels. For example, the formal education 
system in Sweden offers initial VET at upper secondary level, including school-based learning, 
work practice, and distance learning, while Germany offers a long-standing dual system with 
apprenticeships along with school-based VET. Similarly, in the Netherlands both school-based 
and dual pathways are offered in upper secondary VET (Cedefop, 2021, 2023; Swedish Na-
tional Agency for Education, 2022). 

With this background, the purpose of this study was to explore the considerations and per-
spectives for offering multiple pathways for college and career readiness as part of the adoption 
and implementation of the career academy model. Specifically, the study goals were to explore 
stakeholders’ (a) critical considerations for the adoption of multiple career pathways and (b) 
perspectives on the perceived implications of program implementation. 

2 Conceptual Framework 
We used a framework grounded in three conceptual strands bridging literature on multiple 

pathways for college and career readiness, implementation through career academies, and prin-
ciples of school restructuring. 

2.1 Multiple Pathways for College and Career Readiness 
Offering multiple pathways to college and careers has emerged as a viable alternative for 

schools in the US. As an effort to integrate academic and technical education under multiple 
pathways, districts typically create theme-based schools in different locations so students can 
choose enrollment based on their interests. Alternatively, individual schools can offer multiple 
pathways associated with one or different career clusters. The common goal is for each pathway 
to prepare students for college and careers (EdSource, 2009; Mehan, 2007; Saunders & Chris-
man, 2008; Stern, 2015). 

Albeit the benefits to having multiple pathways for college and careers, it has been noted 
that when many options are available, some confusion and inequities arise among parents and 
students (Alliance for Excellent Education [AEE], 2021). In schools where multiple pathways 
offer choice and flexibility for students, they also elicit enrollment decisions amid a fuzzy un-
derstanding of requirements and expected outcomes (AEE, 2021). Similarly, for school staff, it 
creates the need for a thorough understanding of all pathways for proper advising and the mul-
tiplication of support for the varying needs of implementation (EdSource, 2009; Mehan, 2007). 
Thus, policy reports have recommended four essential components for the successful imple-
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mentation of every pathway, including rigorous academic coursework, a technical theme bridg-
ing academic and real-world standards, work-based learning opportunities, and student support 
to ensure successful participation (Saunders & Chrisman, 2008). 

2.2 Implementation Through Career Academies 
“Small learning communities” refers to a variety of school designs with an enrollment of 

600 to 900 students to boost learning engagement (Kuo, 2010). The premise is that small 
schools help reduce dropout rates while increasing attendance, sense of belonging, and gradu-
ation rates (Kuo, 2010; Page et al., 2002). In this regard, the career academy model bridges the 
premises of small learning communities, the positive elements of school culture, and an em-
phasis on learning in occupational contexts to enhance the schooling experience (Castellano et 
al., 2012; Hernandez-Gantes, 2016). Typically, career academies share three design elements, 
including the use of career themes, integration of academic and technical content, and student 
engagement in work-based learning experiences (Fletcher et al., 2018; National Academy 
Foundation [NAF], 2017a). Career themes often follow a corresponding designation for a career 
pathway, and academies can feature one or more. Implementation may also vary, with some 
career academies found as stand-alone schools offering multiple pathways in a cluster or as part 
of a comprehensive high school (NAF, 2017b). 

In general, extensive research and evaluation data have shown that participation in career 
academies often results in positive academic and employment outcomes for students (Hernan-
dez-Gantes et al., 2018; Kemple, 2008; Kemple & Snipes, 2000; Stern et al., 2010). However, 
as the concept of career academies has grown in popularity, further research is needed to gauge 
the implementation under multiple pathways in large, comprehensive high schools. 

2.3 Principles of School Restructuring: Implications for Career Academies 
Research on school restructuring provides a useful framework for understanding how 

schools operate from a holistic perspective (Hernández-Gantes et al., 1995; Newmann 
&Wehlage, 1995; Ryan, 2011). One of the conditions for successful implementation is a shared 
agreement on the schooling purpose (Adelman & Taylor, 2003; National Academy Coalition 
[NCAC], 2013; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). This is important because one issue with the 
rising popularity of career academies is a default adoption of the model without a shared un-
derstanding of organizational purpose (Hernandez-Gantes & Fletcher, 2013). In turn, there must 
be a consensus on the nature of curriculum and instruction to support the school's purpose and 
ensure the buy-in of all stakeholders (NCAC, 2013). Further, schools also require organiza-
tional support for teachers and students to remain viable and relevant (Hernandez-Gantes & 
Blank, 2009; Hernandez-Gantes & Brendefur, 2003; NCAC, 2013). Finally, when implement-
ing career academies, external support must be considered and may include partnering with 
local employers (Alfeld et al., 2013; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; NCAC, 2013). 

Based on these conceptual strands, we posited the successful implementation of multiple 
pathways through the career academy model requires a common agreement about the meaning 
of college and career readiness, a shared understanding of the premises underlying career acad-
emies, and concurrence on the vision for specific implementation features. We also posited that 
the perceived outcomes of student participation would play a role in the stakeholders’ evalua-
tive perspectives on implementation. 

3 Method 
In this study, we followed a qualitative case study design to explore the perspectives of 

school stakeholders regarding the promotion of college and career readiness through multiple 
pathways to promote and broaden the participation of students in a high school using the career 
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academy model (Stake, 2006). The school has a population of approximately 2,400 students 
enrolled in grades from ninth through twelfth. The school uses career academies and multiple 
pathways to promote students' college and career readiness through college visits and work-
based learning activities (e.g., internships). In addition to a robust Advanced Placement (AP) 
program for college preparation, the school offers pathways in Advanced Manufacturing & 
Engineering, Biomedical Science, Sports Partners and Influencer Marketing, Software Devel-
opment, Architecture and Engineering, Business Management, Marketing/Customer Relation-
ship Management, and Apparel & Textile Production. Pathways involve a four- to six-course 
sequence, with most of them articulating with community college or university credit and al-
lowing for industry certification. 

3.1 Participant Selection and Instrumentation 
With the assistance of a school administrator, we identified a pool of stakeholders and used 

a purposive sampling procedure to select participants serving in various roles within the school. 
Because of the local guidelines for recruiting participants, we were only able to select a small 
sample from each stakeholder group based on their corresponding role (Stake, 2006). For data 
collection, we relied on interviews which were conducted virtually using zoom due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Stake, 2006; Yin, 1994). In all, we conducted 20 semi-structure inter-
views with school administrators (n = 5), school board members (n = 2), technical teachers (n 
= 2), academic teachers (n = 4), school counselors (n = 3), parents (n = 1), staff (n = 2), and 
advisory board members (n = 1). Individual interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes each. 
Interview instruments were devised to include questions related to the school mission, culture, 
curriculum and instruction, internal and external supports, and strategies that promote the en-
gagement of students in career pathways. 

3.2 Data Analysis 
We audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim all interviews and analyzed resulting data us-

ing thematic content analysis to capture the stakeholders’ perspectives around the study goals 
(Boyatzis, 1998). We identified recurring themes using the following steps: (a) reading the 
transcripts in their entirety to seize a sense of the whole in terms of how participants talked 
about the academy; (b) demarcating discourse through the lens of the study goals; (c) identify-
ing and reflecting on revelatory content gained within and across transcripts; and (d) synthesiz-
ing the themes into statements representing the shared perspectives of the participants (Wertz, 
2005). Finally, we relied on analytical triangulation by engaging in the collective reading and 
analyses of transcripts. 

4 Findings 
We identified three themes related to the considerations for adopting multiple career path-

ways and the career academy model, as well as perspectives on the perceived results of program 
implementation. 

4.1 “There Is Something for Everybody. Everybody Can Do Something.” 
As stakeholders developed a plan for the New River High School, the predominantly af-

fluent population and related education expectations were considered to conceptualize a large, 
comprehensive high school focusing on the promotion of rigorous college preparation. As such, 
the strategic location in the community was fully leveraged, recognizing the wide availability 
of local resources, employers’ support, and interest in promoting career-ready youth. Thus, to 
meet the varying needs of a large and diverse student population, the underlying theme for the 
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design of the high school was to have something for everyone blending rigorous academics 
under multiple career pathways using the academy model for implementation. 

The New River High School is one of the largest schools in the district, and unlike most 
schools with a predominant career academy model often designed as magnet schools, it was 
decided to operate as a neighborhood school. As noted by some stakeholders, having a neigh-
borhood school and multiple pathway options for everybody were desired school features. One 
of the parents interviewed, Ms. Garcia, summarized the local perspectives on what the school 
has to offer noting the high school has “a lot of programs,” which gives every child at the school 
an opportunity to join something and to seek their path in something.” In a way, she said, “there 
is something for everybody. Everybody can do something.” 

When interviewing stakeholders about the different pathways, it was evident that the avail-
ability of multiple options was highly visible and valued by everybody. Similarly, given the 
multiple options, all in the context of a relevant career theme, the interface of academics and 
CTE was also prominently identifiable by all. Given the multiple pathway options and related 
CTE courses, it does not appear possible for students to go through high school without finding 
a suitable course of study or taking at least a related class. This perspective was reinforced by 
other stakeholders, including Mrs. LeBlanc, the school counselor, who said that—as an exam-
ple—given the popularity of the business and marketing programs, she didn’t “think there are 
many kids that make it out of [the school] without taking a marketing class at some point.” In 
this regard, as alluded to by the Pathways Development Coordinator, each pathway is closely 
associated with a career academy, which is the model that allowed the school to offer “some-
thing for everybody.” While considering ways to engage a large student population in sustained 
and relevant learning, the career academy model provided the structure to create small learning 
communities held together by their unique pathway interests. The thought was to conceptualize 
the career academy model much like a club to make the large comprehensive school provide 
the structure for sharing common core courses and resources while allowing the completion of 
elective pathway courses in smaller groups. 

To sum up, the school’s approach to meeting the varying needs of a large and diverse stu-
dent population was to offer multiple career pathways using the career academy model to “have 
something for everyone,” blending rigorous academics and relevant technical preparation. The 
career academy model allowed the formation of smaller communities commonly viewed as 
clubs or honor society groups, given their elective nature, to make the concept work in a large, 
comprehensive high school. 

4.2 Help Student Be Exposed, Prepared, and Make Informed Career Decisions 
The second theme clarified the reasons and expectations for choosing multiple pathway 

options and the career academy model for delivery. This theme was characterized by a desire 
to provide students with broad exposure to multiple pathway options, the knowledge and skills 
to prepare them for pursuing a field of interest and making informed decisions for transitions 
to further education or work. Relatedly, the theme highlights the evaluative stakeholders’ per-
spectives regarding the perceived impact and success of implementation after more than a dec-
ade and a half of implementation. 

From an administrative perspective, one of the main expectations for students is to transi-
tion from an early exploratory exposure of occupations in middle school to actual college and 
work preparation in high school. Herein, further exposure to multiple pathways in high school 
provides students with specific options to choose from. Stakeholders referred to exposure in a 
variety of ways, from opportunities to realize what a career pathway entails in terms of work, 
education requirements, wage expectations, and to the different specializations within a field. 
Mr. Hart, the School Superintendent, summarized this perspective when he said he “can tell 
middle school kids are really exposed to the different pathways or opportunities that they can 
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look toward,” so when they “get to high school, you’ve got specific pathways” for students to 
“decide if they want to go down a particular path. You have all these different various options 
that kids can choose from.” 

The Superintendent further characterized exposure as the different opportunities for stu-
dents to experience what people do in careers of interest through internships, interactions with 
employers, and other activities designed to learn about the nature of work. These perspectives 
were furthered by other teachers and counselors, suggesting an understanding of the progres-
sion of development requiring college preparation as a stepping-stone for pursuing college and 
a career of interest. As important, the shared perspective is that the school experience should 
also allow students to make informed decisions about college and career pursuits. As Mrs. 
Holmes, an Advisory Board member remarked, the goal is for students “to make an intelligent 
decision about what direction they want to go in.” Relatedly, while everyone typically acknowl-
edged the role of career pathways, the undertone of the shared perspectives was often slanted 
toward college preparation as equivalent to career readiness. 

Collectively, after a decade and a half of implementation, there is a sense of pride in the 
school community in terms of student outcomes. In general, we gathered routine testimonials 
of satisfaction with the approach to the school design, having something for everyone through 
multiple pathways and focusing on the promotion of college and career readiness under the 
academy model. 

Overall, the school community offered a consensus in their appreciation for the school’s 
approach to the operational structure using multiple career pathways to meet the different in-
terests of the large student population. School stakeholders were also unified in their regard for 
the use of the career academy model to provide a club-like experience to students by sorting 
the student experience into small learning communities. Alternatively, the shared perspectives 
also reflected an appreciation for the nature of the student expectations, focusing on the promo-
tion of college and career readiness. The common view heard time and again reflected a mix of 
pride and satisfaction with implementation and results based on accounts of what students get 
while in school and accomplish upon graduation. 

4.3 Unintended Consequences 
Amid the high regard for multiple pathway options, the third theme identified in our study 

highlights some unintended consequences resulting from implementation. First, we learned 
staff and students had a fuzzy understanding of the specific requirements for each option, which 
led to issues with mismatch in enrollment and advisement. Similarly, open choice in enrollment 
also resulted in issues with retention as students were not fully prepared for the rigor of the 
coursework in some pathways. Further, considering the number of pathways, it was difficult to 
secure meaningful work-based learning opportunities for participating students. 

Teachers and counselors spoke about the difficulty of keeping up with the details of each 
pathway to advise students accordingly. For example, counselors are notoriously overwhelmed 
as they must fulfill different roles in the school and handle heavy student advisement loads. For 
them, it is difficult to keep up with the specific details of each pathway so that they can advise 
students accordingly. One of the counselors, Mrs. Landry, reported having a general under-
standing of the rigor and impact of participation but not having enough knowledge of specific 
pathways. The school counselor explained this take in the context of the Academy of Engineer-
ing sharing that “maybe [counselors] don't know as much as we need to know about” it. He 
added, he didn’t know the accolades, and only that the academy “is a good program and that 
our students can gain college credit for it.” Thus, he bemoaned, “I don't know enough” about 
the benefits and challenges for participation. 

Similarly, we learned that another consequence of having multiple pathways was related 
to motivation for participation, preparation, and retention. School staff noted that many students 
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enrolled in different pathways to “sample” courses, participating but not fully engaging in com-
pletion because enrollment in a pathway cannot be denied based on academic record. The result 
is students who struggle to complete the requirements for a pathway, especially those heavy in 
math and science. Conversely, there are some high-performing students who sample courses in 
rigorous pathways such as engineering to boost their GPA. Either way, the pressure to keep 
steady enrollment in the multiple pathways contributes to issues with the quality of participation 
and retention. 

Concurrently, another consequence associated with the implementation of multiple path-
ways is the availability of work-based learning opportunities for students. Mr. Smither, the 
Pathways Development Coordinator, decried the labor limitations and logistics for engaging 
teenage students in work-based learning opportunities. With the number of pathways in opera-
tion, it is difficult to secure work sites for all students given the lack of an industrial base in the 
community. In consequence, the promotion of career readiness and exploration gets reduced to, 
as Mr. Smither said, “to expose students as much as you can.” 

Notwithstanding the general satisfaction with the approach to multiple career pathways and 
focus on college and career preparation, the unintended consequences of implementation were 
evident based on consistent perspectives from the school community. Unlike implementation 
in a stand-alone academy where only a limited number of pathways are offered, offering mul-
tiple pathways in a large high school represents a challenging endeavor. While students can 
enroll in pathways in smaller communities, the participation experience is still tied to the oper-
ation of a large school with the inherent issues associated with maintaining multiple viable 
pathways. 

5 Discussion and Conclusions 
The approach to the implementation of multiple career pathways at New River High School 

aligned with the premises for offering multiple career pathways for students as an approach to 
promoting college and career readiness (EdSource, 2009; Fletcher et al., 2018; Hernandez-
Gantes, 2016; Mehan, 2007). The stakeholders’ perspectives for implementation also aligned 
with the benefits of small learning communities in support of the academy model with multiple 
options in a large high school (Saunders & Chrisman, 2008; Stern, 2015; Stern & Sterns, 2008). 
Generally, the implementation approach also concurred with the principles of successful school 
restructuring, as the stakeholders’ evaluative perspectives were largely positive (Newmann & 
Whelage, 1995; Oakes & Saunders, 2008). However, the operation of multiple pathways in a 
large high school also pointed to unintended consequences highlighted in related research 
(AEE, 2021; Lanford & Maruco, 2018; Mehan, 2007). 

Overall, it was evident that all school stakeholders had a shared agreement on their vision 
for implementation when it was created in 2008 and developed further since that time (NCAC, 
2013; Newmann & Whelage, 1995). Considering the large size of the student population, avail-
able resources, and support from employers, the idea of offering multiple pathway options for 
college while learning technical skills in an area of interest made local sense. Concurrently, it 
was also evident that the delivery of multiple pathways built upon the academy model drawing 
from the notion of small learning communities (i.e., academies) with all the social and learning 
benefits of participation. In this regard, all stakeholders viewed student participation as suc-
cessful, given the widespread pride, satisfaction, and perceived outcomes. Although it was re-
ported that, in some cases, students may not pursue a college major related to their pathway, 
graduation rates and preparation for college were universally regarded in a robust alignment 
with related literature (Alfeld et al., 2013; Hernandez-Gantes, 2016; Kemple, 2008). 

From the standpoint of holistic implementation, offering multiple pathways also adhered 
to the principles of school restructuring. The shared vision for promoting college and career 
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readiness through multiple pathways using the academy model fits a critical condition under-
lying a successful school (Hernandez-Gantes, 2016; NCAC, 2013; Newman & Whelage, 1995; 
Ryan, 2011). However, amid the positive perspectives on what students get from participation 
in a high school with multiple pathway options, we found some caveats warranting further ex-
ploration. While the literature on career academies, often based on stand-alone small schools, 
reports a greater alignment to school restructuring conditions, the operation of multiple path-
ways options in a large high school creates unique challenges (Mehan, 2007; Rattray, 2008; 
Saunders & Chrisman, 2008). In a stand-alone academy model, the curricular theme is restricted 
to one or two pathways, allowing students to share the same general interest and understanding 
of the nature of the career pathway, preparation requirements, and participation expectations. 
In contrast, in a large high school, the understanding of what each pathway entails appears to 
be an issue for staff, parents, and students, given the multiple options available. Relatedly, hav-
ing all students sharing academic core coursework and participating in many different pathways 
makes it often difficult to provide targeted and informed support (EdSource, 2009; Rattray, 
2008; Saunders & Chrisman, 2008). 

In addition, work-based learning experiences represent a critical condition for the promo-
tion of college and career readiness through the career academy model. Yet, offering related 
opportunities to ensure meaningful career exploration and preparation as part of student partic-
ipation may vary greatly across schools (Hernandez-Gantes et al., 2017; Lanford & Maruco, 
2018; Rogers-Chapman & Darling-Hammond, 2013). Under these conditions, the stakeholders’ 
perspectives are generally appreciative of the academic rigor and focus on college and career 
readiness, but they are more reflective of a college preparation culture, not minding the caveat 
of limited work-based learning. 

To recap, we learned that offering multiple pathways in a large high school can be a func-
tional structure for the promotion of college and career readiness as highlighted in related liter-
ature (Mehan, 2007; Stern, 2015). However, the challenge of offering multiple pathways in a 
large high school is having shared communication and understanding of what each entail in 
terms of curricular requirements, prior preparation, and related career aspirations (EdSource, 
2009: Saunders & Chrisman, 2008). Likewise, meaningful work-based learning experiences 
associated with each pathway may be lacking in a large school and may only enhance the focus 
of a college preparation culture (Lanford & Maruco, 2018; Hernandez-Gantes et al., 2017; 
Stone & Lewis, 2012; Symonds et al., 2011). 

On a final note, our study findings were derived from a single case study in the context of 
a high school offering multiple career pathways operated under the academy model and unique 
local conditions. Thus, although the results aligned with the literature on related topics, the 
results derived from a small sample representing a snapshot of how multiple pathways can be 
implemented in schools. To be sure, further research is warranted to document the use and 
implementation of multiple career pathways through the career academy model under different 
community conditions and geographical locations in the US. 
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Abstract 
Context: Digital VET transformation must extend beyond technical skills to include human and 
social dimensions like socio-emotional skills, inclusion, and sustainability. Current initiatives 
often lack this holistic approach, focusing narrowly on digital resources and teacher training. 
This paper addresses this gap. 
Approach: This paper synthesizes findings from DigVET (2023/2024), a study supporting the 
2020 Council Recommendation on VET. Using socio-technical systems theory, the research 
reviewed literature, analysed European initiatives, and conducted a comparative analysis to ex-
plore how digital transformation can be successfully implemented in European VET while pro-
moting equity. 
Results: The findings reveal the need for a holistic approach combining technical and socio-
emotional learning for equitable outcomes and emphasizing cross-sector collaboration. The 
main outcome is an eight-element framework guiding VET digitalization at different levels. 
The framework areas are a) Career education and guidance, b) Development of information 
systems, c) Ecological approach and collaborations, d) Flexible accreditation mechanisms, e) 
Holistic development of learning skills, f) Inclusion and sustainability, e) Pedagogical and 
transformative potential of digital technologies, and f) Teacher training for changing roles. 
Conclusions: The eight-element framework provides a comprehensive, adaptable guide for de-
signing, implementing, and evaluating digital transformation in VET, contributing to a more 
efficient and equitable education. 

Keywords 
vocational education and training, vet, inclusion, digital transformation, skills 

1 Context 
Vocational Education and Training (hereafter, VET) is a natural bridge between education 

and the world of work. Supporting the further development and improvement of VET implies 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 264 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

working towards having a better prepared workforce for the demands of the labour market (and 
society). Technology can enhance this further development of VET by enabling innovative 
teaching methods, increasing accessibility, and promoting lifelong learning. In this evolving 
digital landscape, VET must not only adapt to technological advancements but also address 
socio-emotional competences to ensure holistic workforce development. 

In this context, 'digital transformation' refers to the comprehensive integration of digital 
technologies into VET systems, resulting in significant shifts in educational delivery, curricu-
lum design, and skill acquisition. This transformation aims to align VET with the demands of 
Industry 4.0 or the fourth industrial revolution (Saurabh et al., 2018) and Society 5.0 (Deguchi 
et al., 2020) ensuring that learners are equipped with the necessary technical, digital, and socio-
emotional skills to thrive in a changing society and labour market. 

Despite the transformative potential of digital technologies in VET, significant challenges 
remain in fostering inclusiveness and equity. These challenges include persistent issues like 
high dropout rates, gender segregation, and unequal access to digital resources which hinder 
equitable development. Furthermore, the rapid advancement of digital technologies presents 
both opportunities and challenges for VET systems in Europe. While they can revolutionize 
educational delivery and curriculum design, ensuring their contribution to inclusive and equi-
table learning environments remains an important challenge. 

In accordance with a proposal from the European Commission, the Council adopted the 
Council Recommendation on Vocational Education and Training (VET) for sustainable com-
petitiveness, social fairness and resilience (hereafter, CR) in 2020. This recommendation delin-
eates essential principles to ensure that VET systems are dynamic, can rapidly adapt to evolving 
labour market demands, and offer high-quality learning opportunities across all age de-
mographics. 
This paper synthesizes some of the main findings of DigVET (2023/2024), a study conducted 
to facilitate the implementation of the CR by integrating digital technologies and preparing 
individuals for a digital society. The study identifies components for successful implementation 
and offers recommendations to Member States for supporting the execution of the CR. The 
aims of the research study were: 

 
• Identifying key theoretical and practical elements for a successful digital transformation in 

the VET sector, as documented in the literature. 
• Identifying and analysing initiatives and policies designed to drive digital transformation 

in the VET sector. 
• Conducting a comparative analysis of theoretical insights and practical initiatives to iden-

tify the enablers, challenges, and opportunities for developing and implementing effective 
digital transformation strategies in EU VET systems 

 
The results presented in this paper focus specifically on answering the research question: How 
can digital transformation be successfully implemented in European VET while promoting eq-
uity? Based on the key drivers identified in DigVET, the paper proposes strategies to make and 
effective digital transformation of VET highlighting how they can reduce barriers and promote 
equity within VET systems. 

The study is grounded in socio-technical systems theory (Pasmore et al., 2019), which 
views digital transformation as an interplay between technology, individuals, and organiza-
tional structures. By adopting this theoretical lens, we examine how digital technologies can 
transform VET systems at different levels. 
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2 Approach 
The DigVET research followed a three-stage methodology. First, a comprehensive system-

atic review of both grey and academic literature was undertaken to distil theoretical insights 
into VET digital transformation. Second, the study selected and rigorously analysed 19 diverse 
European initiatives, employing a standardized template to ensure a consistent data collection 
process. Finally, a comparative analysis synthesized findings from the literature and practical 
initiatives, with expert validation achieved through a focused workshop in March 2024 (Herrero 
et al., 2024), ensuring that the framework reflects both theoretical insights and practical reali-
ties. 

The systematic review phase involved identifying key themes and gaps in the existing lit-
erature, focusing on how digital transformation can enhance VET systems. The subsequent 
analysis of European initiatives provided practical insights into how these theoretical elements 
are being implemented on the ground, offering a strong basis for developing a comprehensive 
framework. 

This study will be published as part of a major publication covering other related studies 
in 2025 in a European Commission Joint Research Centre Report, titled Monographic. Sup-
porting the digital transformation of Vocational Education and Training (Herrero & López 
Cobo, 2025). 

3 Findings 
DigVET's primary outcome is an eight-element framework, derived from theory and prac-

tice (Figure 1), proposed for implementing digitalization initiatives in European VET systems. 
This framework integrates technical competences and socio-emotional skills, ensuring a com-
prehensive approach to VET modernization. Recommendations for effective implementation 
accompany the framework. 

It is important to emphasize the holistic nature of the framework and its applicability across 
different socio-cultural contexts. The framework's elements can be adapted to various VET 
systems to promote inclusive and sustainable development. 

The framework serves multiple functions: as a guide for policymakers in designing digital 
transformation strategies, as a tool for educators to enhance pedagogical practices, and as an 
evaluative measure to assess the effectiveness of digital initiatives. Each element addresses a 
specific and important aspect of transformation, from career guidance to teacher training, en-
suring a holistic approach to modernizing VET systems. 

The proposed eight-element framework offers strategic insights for enhancing the effec-
tiveness of VET.  It also provides guidance for improving inclusiveness and equity. For exam-
ple, flexible accreditation mechanisms enable personalized learning paths for non-traditional 
learners, accommodating diverse backgrounds and reducing barriers to entry. Similarly, the 
framework's emphasis on holistic skill development, including socio-emotional skills, supports 
resilience and adaptability among marginalized groups, fostering a more inclusive learning en-
vironment. These examples serve to illustrate, but not exhaust, the framework's contributions 
to equity. Further examples and detailed explanations of each element are provided in the next 
section. The findings of the DigVET study reinforce the importance of the integrated approach 
proposed, revealing that while many VET systems have adopted digital tools, there is still a 
need for a more holistic strategy that combines technical skills with socio-emotional learning, 
as embodied by the eight-elements proposed. 

In the next lines the eight elements will be described. 
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Figure 1 
List of eight enablers for the VET digital transformation 

 

3.1 Career and Education Guidance 
Digital technologies are a valuable complement to career guidance in VET allowing for 

more personalized, data-driven support for learners. They can also help learners to make in-
formed decisions about their future careers. Moreover, emphasis on digital competencies ac-
quisition should be a fundamental component of guidance processes (Bakke & Hooley, 2023). 

Recommendation 16 of the CR underscores the importance of leveraging digital platforms 
such as Europass to enhance career guidance services, ensuring that all learners have access to 
high-quality, comprehensive information. 

The study elucidates the significance of digital technologies in enhancing the scope of ca-
reer guidance beyond mere information dissemination. These technologies facilitate a trans-
formative learning process that encompasses the cultivation of self-awareness, interaction with 
support networks, and the empowerment of individuals to construct career pathways both inde-
pendently and collaboratively. Furthermore, digital technologies serve as a catalyst for optimiz-
ing career guidance processes by integrating more comprehensive and current data and infor-
mation. Additionally, the training of career guidance practitioners in digital competencies and 
the potential applications of digital technologies is imperative for delivering more effective 
services to their clients. 

3.2 Development and Use of Information Systems 
While EU "skills intelligence" systems (e.g., Cedefop, 2019) offer valuable insights, their 

current application is limited to career guidance, neglecting curriculum modernization. By in-
tegrating data from digital competence self-assessments and other sources could enhance these 
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systems and inform digital transformation efforts with a more granular understanding of the 
digital skills needs. Furthermore, the lack of publicly available information and impact assess-
ments for VET digitalization initiatives requires attention. Future development should broaden 
the scope of these systems to include curriculum modernization and ensure transparency by 
performing impact assessment of initiatives and by providing accessible information for all 
students, thus avoiding information imbalances. 

In alignment with Recommendation 22 of the Council Recommendation, which advocates 
for the establishment of sustainable partnerships to govern vocational education and training, it 
is essential to tailor these partnerships to the national context. This includes, where applicable, 
fostering public-private partnerships that engage social partners and all pertinent stakeholders. 

The study indicates that this process can be facilitated through several key strategies related 
to information systems: i) encouraging the utilization of both local and global information in-
telligence systems to assess labour market skill demands, thereby informing curriculum revi-
sions and ensuring alignment of education with industry requirements; ii) fostering a culture of 
information sharing and the evaluation of initiatives and policies pertinent to the transformation 
of VET; and iii) promoting the adoption of self-reflection exercises by VET institutions and 
offering guidance on effectively translating the outcomes into institutional and actionable plans 
for digital transformation. 

3.3 Ecological Approach and Collaboration 
An important challenge for VET digital transformation is generating an ecological ap-

proach. In this context, it refers to an ecosystem that fosters collaboration and integration among 
various stakeholders, ensuring scalability and sustainability of digital transformation initiatives. 

In accordance with the CR, it is advised that Member States undertake measures to imple-
ment this policy at the national level. This should be done in collaboration with social partners 
and other relevant stakeholders to ensure a comprehensive and inclusive approach. This collab-
orative ecosystem is important for success. 

The study shows that despite the proliferation of local initiatives to digitalise vocational 
training, a lack of coordination limits their effectiveness. Moreover, the digital transformation 
of VET demands significant investments in Industry 4.0 technologies, and partnerships between 
educational institutions and industries can facilitate these investments (Walter-Herrmann, 
2013). It also calls for developing a systemic framework that promotes interconnection and 
collaboration among all potential stakeholders (including those working with disadvantaged 
students and marginalised groups), contextualization, scalability, and sustainability is needed 
to enhance the impact and ensure the long-term effectiveness of digital transformation initia-
tives. 

3.4 Flexible Accreditation Mechanisms 
Industries prioritize skills over traditional credentials (Kumar & George, 2021). Micro-

credentials and digital badges offer innovative solutions for recognizing and validating skills, 
particularly for non-traditional learners, thus aligning educational outcomes with dynamic la-
bour market needs. However, equity issues must be taken into account: a broader and systemic 
adoption by the systems is needed to avoid a two-tiered accreditation system. The findings 
suggest that integrating flexible accreditation mechanisms can address specific labour market 
needs more efficiently, thereby enhancing employability and industry relevance. 

In alignment with Recommendation 29 of the CR, it is encouraged to explore the concept 
and application of micro-credentials, including within vocational education and training (VET). 
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This exploration should be conducted in collaboration with Member States and relevant stake-
holders to realize the potential benefits and integration of micro-credentials into existing edu-
cational frameworks. 

Micro-credentials and other flexible accreditation mechanisms present valuable opportu-
nities as complements to VET qualifications by addressing specific skill demands of the labour 
market with agility, flexibility, and precision. This complementary approach emerges as an 
effective solution for accrediting emerging skills that have not yet been incorporated into formal 
VET programs, thus enhancing the responsiveness of educational systems to dynamic industry 
needs. They are also especially adequate for students with non-traditional trajectories. 

3.5 Holistic Development of Learners’ Skills 
Research indicates the importance of a holistic approach to skill development, emphasizing 

the integration of digital and technical competences with socio-emotional skills. These com-
bined skills are key to navigating Society 5.0 and effectively managing digital technologies 
(Bakhshi et al., 2017; Echeverría & Martínez-Clares, 2018). Collaborations between the private 
and public sectors are vital to ensure that learners acquire the skills required by modern and 
future industry (European Commission, 2020). VET programs must integrate socio-emotional 
skills with digital competences, fostering resilience and adaptability in learners to meet the 
challenges of Industry 5.0. 

On the one hand, in accordance with Recommendation 1 to Member States of the CR, VET 
programs should provide a well-balanced integration of vocational and technical skills that are 
finely attuned to various economic cycles, evolving job roles, and changing work methodolo-
gies. These programs should also incorporate key competencies, such as robust foundational 
skills, digital literacy, transversal abilities, environmental awareness, and other essential life 
skills. Such a comprehensive skill set aims to build strong foundations for resilience, promote 
lifelong learning and employability, enhance social inclusion, encourage active citizenship, and 
support personal development. 

The study supports this recommendation with several key insights: i) there is a pressing 
need to integrate socioemotional skills related to technology within VET programs, adopting a 
more human-centred approach. This includes fostering resilience and a commitment to sustain-
ability, aligning with the principles of Industry 4.0 and Society 5.0, where humans are central 
to technological transformation. ii) The development of digital skills is highlighted as a priority 
within VET programs to support the cultivation of transversal and soft skills, emphasizing the 
importance of equipping individuals with this combination of competences for living and work 
in a world that changes rapidly. 

On the other hand, in accordance with Recommendation 22 to Member States of the CR, 
it is encouraged to foster sustainable partnerships for the governance of vocational education 
and training (VET). These partnerships should be tailored to the national context and, where 
relevant, facilitated through public-private collaborations. Engaging social partners and all per-
tinent stakeholders is a key component to creating a cohesive and effective governance frame-
work for VET. 

The study reveals the necessity for a well-structured institutional cooperation process be-
tween public governance bodies responsible for VET and industry representatives. This collab-
oration is essential to ensure the continuous updating of the VET offerings, thereby aligning 
them more closely with both current and anticipated future industry needs. 

3.6 Inclusion and Sustainability 
Current initiatives to digitalize VET tend to focus a lot on ecological aspects and neglect 

the broader implications for sustainable human development. VET systems must also address 
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broader societal impacts such as job displacement and ethical challenges, ensuring that digital 
transformation contributes to inclusive and sustainable development (European Commission, 
2020). 

In accordance with Recommendation 9 of the CR, VET institutions should ensure access 
to state-of-the-art infrastructure and implement digitalization strategies that are aligned with the 
national context. Additionally, these institutions should integrate principles of environmental 
and social sustainability into their programs and organizational management. Such initiatives 
contribute significantly to the advancement of the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). 

The study highlights the importance of several key areas: i) Leveraging the potential of 
VET to promote the inclusion of vulnerable groups. This can be achieved using technology-
enabled, adapted training approaches and the enhancement of digital skills, ultimately enhanc-
ing these groups' employability. ii) fostering awareness regarding the critical importance of 
both employment and environmental sustainability and understanding their interconnectedness 
with digital technologies, iii) assuring the provision of skills that are not going to be replaced 
by technology. 

3.7 Pedagogical and Transformative Potential of Digital Technologies 
The educational landscape is being transformed by digital tools, which enable the creation 

and sharing of resources, active learning, collaboration, personalized learning, and realistic sim-
ulations. By integrating virtual reality and augmented reality into VET, educational institutions 
can provide immersive learning experiences that prepare students for real-world challenges in 
Industry 4.0 (Chiang et al., 2022; Mulders et al., 2024). These technologies are an appropriate 
training tool for “DICE situations”, these are dangerous, impossible, counterproductive, or ex-
pensive/rare situations (Bailenson, 2018), which are relevant for VET learners facing complex 
tasks for the first time. 

In line with Recommendation 12 of the CR aimed at enhancing the attractiveness of VET 
through modern and digitalized training provisions, VET programs should be delivered using 
a balanced mix of open, digital, and participative learning environments. This approach in-
cludes creating learning-conducive workplaces and is supported by cutting-edge, accessible in-
frastructure, equipment, and technology. The use of versatile pedagogies and tools, such as 
ICT-based simulators, virtual reality, and augmented reality, is important for increasing the 
accessibility and efficiency of training delivery, particularly benefiting small enterprises. 

The study underscores the importance of several key actions: 1. Utilizing digital technolo-
gies to personalize learning, which entails tailoring education to meet individual needs and 
providing flexibility in learning paths, content, and alignment with sector-specific demands. 
This includes experimenting with digital simulated "working environments" to enhance practi-
cal learning experiences. 2. Collaborating with industry to access facilities equipped with state-
of-the-art technology, such as fablabs and learning factories, to ensure that vocational education 
and training (VET) programs remain relevant and cutting-edge. 3. Providing financial support 
and incentives to VET institutions and educators to facilitate the integration of emerging tech-
nologies into VET programs. This support is essential for transforming teaching practices and 
equipping learners with the skills necessary to thrive in a technologically advanced landscape. 

3.8 Teacher Training for Changing Roles 
The role of VET teachers is evolving from traditional knowledge transmitters to more mul-

tifaceted roles, including mentors, guides, curriculum designers, and assessment experts. How-
ever, a lack of digital competencies among some educators is hindering this transition (Cattaneo 
et al., 2022; Cedefop, 2022). Targeted professional development programs are essential to equip 
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educators with the digital competences necessary to fulfil their expanding roles as mentors and 
curriculum designers. 

In accordance with Recommendation 13 of the CR, it is stipulated that educators, trainers, 
and associated personnel in VET engage in both initial and ongoing professional development. 
This is essential to ensure the delivery of high-quality training, the promotion of technical and 
digital competencies, and the implementation of effective and innovative instructional method-
ologies, including those applicable to virtual environments. Such professional development 
aligns with the latest advancements in vocational and digital pedagogy, equipping educators to 
proficiently utilize digital learning tools and to operate effectively within diverse and multicul-
tural settings. 

The study underscores the necessity to i) facilitate the development of emerging roles 
among educators and trainers, including those related to guidance, orientation, instructional 
design, and expertise in certification processes; and ii) augment the acquisition of knowledge 
pertaining to cutting-edge technologies requisite in various industries and sectors, alongside the 
essential teaching skills and competencies associated with these advancements. 

4 Conclusions 
Digitalising vocational education must extend beyond technical skills to encompass the 

human and social dimensions, including socioemotional skills, inclusion, sustainability, and 
more. However, current initiatives often focus on digital resources, information systems, and 
teacher training, lacking a holistic approach that includes aspects like inclusion, career guid-
ance, flexible accreditation, and socioemotional skills. 

To overcome this, our research proposes a framework of eight interconnected elements to 
improve the digital transformation of VET systems. The elements of the framework emphasise 
cross-sector collaboration. Collaborative efforts among government, industry, and educational 
institutions are key to guaranteeing sustainable and scalable solutions, fostering regional devel-
opment, innovation, and human capital enhancement. Moreover, the framework also calls for 
digital transformation efforts that are not only technologically advanced but environmentally 
sustainable and socially inclusive. A key strength of the framework lies in its integration of 
various elements that collectively address the multifaceted challenges of inclusiveness and eq-
uity (inclusion and access of non-traditional students, personalisation, empowerment for the 
labour market, guidance…) which aligns with the conference's focus on creating more equitable 
and inclusive educational pathways. 

The framework can serve as a comprehensive guide for designing, implementing, and eval-
uating digital transformation initiatives in VET at various levels (course, institutional, pol-
icy…). Furthermore, its holistic but modular nature allows it to be adapted to diverse socio-
cultural contexts, addressing the unique challenges and opportunities within different VET sys-
tems. 
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Abstract 
Context: Costa Rica has maintained long-standing cooperation with Germany in the field of 
dual VET, having already implemented initial programs based on this model. The German-
Costa Rican partnership in VET spans several decades and has been further intensified in recent 
years. This has led to the integration of dual VET programs as well as the enactment of a legal 
framework supporting dual vocational education. Nevertheless, Costa Rica continues to face 
various challenges in the implementation process, particularly about societal acceptance, con-
textual adaptation to national conditions, and other structural issues. 
Approach: Against this background, the paper investigates the implementation of dual VET 
structures in Costa Rica, with a particular focus on the criteria that define duality. It further 
analyses how these criteria manifest in the context through their practical implementation. To 
this end, the concept of duality as understood within the traditional dual system is first outlined 
and subsequently applied to the Costa Rican setting. The objective is to present and critically 
reflect on the current state and the role of dual VET in Costa Rica, based on the identified 
duality criteria, while highlighting that duality encompasses more than the mere existence of 
two learning venues. 
Findings: The findings demonstrate that the implementation of dual VET in Costa Rica repre-
sents a multifaceted and dynamic process. Although a legal foundation has been established 
through the enactment of the Dual VET Law, substantial challenges persist – particularly with 
respect to social institutionalization and broader acceptance of dual training structures. Among 
the most prominent issues are to foster effective inter-institutional cooperation among the var-
ious stakeholders involved, including educational institutions, employers, and governmental 
bodies. These challenges reflect the complex interplay between international models of voca-
tional training and national education systems, and they point to the necessity of contextualized 
approaches in the transfer and implementation of dual structures. 
Conclusions: The challenges in establishing sustainable dual VET structures stem from the need 
to create a widely recognized and socially accepted basis for the concept of duality and con-
vincing the business and public sector to provide training places. Consequently, both the resil-
ience of the company criterion and the long-term security of dual training programs can be 
considered insufficiently secured. However, increased research activities in the field of VET 
could provide new impetus. Targeted empirical studies would enable policymakers, businesses, 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 273 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

and other stakeholders to make informed decisions and contribute effectively to the further 
development of the VET system and dual training programs. 

Keywords 
Dual Vocational Education and Training, VET, Duality Criteria, Costa Rica, Stakeholder 

1 Introduction 
The task of preparing a skilled workforce for the productive sector in Costa Rica falls under 

the responsibility of the Vocational Education and Training (VET) system. However, this sys-
tem faces significant challenges, as outlined in the ‘Sixth State of the Region Report on Sus-
tainable Human Development’ published by the National Council of Rectors. Key challenges 
include the need to significantly expand coverage and to align the supply of education and 
training with the current and future demands of the labor market (CONARE, 2021). 

In 2015, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) assessed 
the VET system in Costa Rica. The OECD evaluation carried out by Álvarez-Galván (2015) 
revealed several key findings, including a misalignment between Costa Rican VET programs 
and the specific needs of certain regions and employers. Additionally, it highlighted a lack of 
practical orientation within these programs, with insufficient emphasis on workplace learning, 
which is not mandatory for all VET students. As a primary recommendation, the report sug-
gested enhancing the system’s responsiveness to labor market demands by implementing man-
datory workplace learning components within these programs. A further finding was that there 
is no clear model for alternation between VET schools and training companies, nor is the cur-
riculum aligned in terms of which content is taught in the classroom and which in the company 
(Vargas et al., 2020; cited in Camacho Calvo, 2023). 

In this regard reports by supranational organizations such as the OECD, UNESCO, and 
others particularly highlight the positive aspects of alternating approaches such as dual VET. 
These approaches are said to have the potential to reduce the often-high levels of youth unem-
ployment, produce well-trained skilled workers, and, as a result, strengthen the economy (Ál-
varez-Galván, 2015; OECD, 2019; UNESCO, 2019). Therefore, many countries in Latin Amer-
ica that do not have such dual structures (in the sense of dual VET in German-speaking coun-
tries) are interested in integrating them into their existing formal VET systems (Ibarrola, 2016). 
Costa Rica, for instance, has been seeking to introduce dual programs since the 1990s 
(Camacho Calvo, 2024; Láscarez Smith, 2023; Marín Hernándenz et al., 1998). 

To this end, the study21F

1 explores the implementation of dual VET structures in Costa Rica, 
with a particular focus on analyzing and conceptualizing the concept of duality within the coun-
try. First an overview of the criteria that characterize duality and examines how these criteria 
are being implemented based on their characteristics. Subsequently, the study presents an anal-
ysis of the processes and collaborations involved in dual VET in Costa Rica, to concluded with 
a discussion of the findings, addressing the national and context-specific understanding of du-
ality and its interpretations within the Costa Rican context. 

 
 

1  The present study was conducted in the context of the collaboration between two projects, CoRiCert 
(01BW22003C) and CoRiVET (01BF20001), which are funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung, BMBF). 
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2 Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Criteria of Duality 
Several countries, including Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Denmark and the Nether-

lands, have well-established VET systems that produce many graduates at the upper secondary 
level (Allais, 2020; Gonon, 2014). In Germany, a corporate qualification system, also known 
as the dual system of VET, prevails. In this system, four parties – the federal government, the 
states and the social partners, represented by employers and employee representatives – regu-
late the so-called Berufe22F

2 (meaning is not synonymous with occupation) according to the con-
sensus principle (Frommberger et al., 2024; Kutscha, 2022; Meyer, 2023). Thus, Berufe legiti-
mize themselves not only through their content and competence requirements, but also through 
the process of their consensual creation (Meyer, 2023). 

The actors involved also monitor the dual VET, which originally took place at the two 
learning venues, vocational schools and the training companies (Frommberger et al., 2024). 
Consequently, the German VET system, with its traditionally close links to the business sector, 
is guided by two contrasting reference criteria: the requirements of the economy and the com-
pany's training needs on the one hand, and the personal development of individuals on the other 
(Kutscha, 2017; Meyer, 2023). 

Gonon (2014) describes the learning venue cooperation that enables the combination of 
theoretical and practical learning in real work processes as the core of duality. In this context, 
however, it should be critically reflected that in view of the growing importance of other places 
of learning, such as inter-company VET centers, digital learning platforms, etc., the term duality 
no longer seems coherent (Kutscha, 2022). Nevertheless, the term persists in German-speaking 
regions, presumably because it is deeply rooted in the central core of social representations 
(Abric, 1993). Another possible explanation could be that duality has become a kind of trade-
mark (Gonon, 2014). 

Accordingly, the German government does not provide the entire dual VET system, but 
only a part of it, namely the VET schools with specific curricula (school criteria). However, 
the cooperating companies must be prepared to integrate such curricula into their own training 
programs, which leads to the next aspect: the willingness of the companies to provide training 
places (company criteria). This criterion is constitutive for the dual nature of VET (Gonon, 
2014). After all, companies serve as learning environments where apprentices acquire skills. 
However, another important aspect is that young people develop communication and conflict 
resolution skills and undergo vocational socialization. This supports both the development of 
individual abilities and the further development of the company. Accordingly, the company 
criterion links both personal learning processes and organizational development through a 
learning-oriented work design (Meyer, 2023). In summary, if the willingness of companies to 
provide apprenticeships were to decline, the dual VET system would be jeopardized. Therefore, 
the company criterion should not be underestimated. Particularly in the context of international 
VET cooperation agreements, successful implementation depends largely on the willingness of 
local companies to provide training places. If this tradition is lacking in a recipient country, it 
would have to be established in parallel with the system (Gonon, 2014). 

Additionally, formal institutionalization involves the development and enforcement of 
laws, explicit regulations, and structured frameworks designed to ensure systematic integration. 

 
 

2  “A Beruf is understood to be a pattern of work skills (labor force pattern) based on socially legitimized 
knowledge and qualification standards, characterized by a role-typical combination of knowledge, skills and 
abilities and oriented towards the expectation of being able to take advantage of employment opportunities” 
(Kutscha, 2008, p. 2, translation by authors). 
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This type of institutionalization is carried out by official bodies such as governments and state 
institutions and is often associated with formal procedures and legal regulations (legal crite-
rion). As long as there are no corresponding legal regulations, the degree of recognition of dual 
VET and its official embedding in the overall education system and labor market remains ques-
tionable. Furthermore, besides the indispensable integration of local knowledge and experience, 
apprenticeships should be linked to other knowledge fields like specialized vocational and sci-
entific knowledge. So, a dual model cannot simply be seen as an isolated solution but must be 
embedded in a broader knowledge context (formalized scientific criterion) (Gonon, 2014). For 
example, German cooperation in VET is based on the five core principles of close cooperation 
between the state and industry, learning in the work process with reference to training in the 
workplace, social acceptance of standards, qualification of training staff and the institutionali-
zation of VET research (BMBF, 2017). 

2.2 Role of VET in Costa Rica 
The Costa Rican formal VET system was introduced in the first half of the 20th century as 

part of the Latin American educational expansion (Beirute Brealey, 2018; Camacho Calvo, 
2024; Peters, 2012). The aim was to initiate a social transformation by expanding and increasing 
investment in education and integrating the addressees of VET into the labor market – primarily 
young people from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds (Beirute Brealey, 2018). 
However, the goal of social transformation has been undermined by the liberalization efforts 
since the 1970s in the Americas (Katz, 2023). 

The Costa Rican education system is characterized by a strict separation of formal and non-
formal (vocational) education23F

3. The difference between the two types of education is that the 
formal system leads to a recognized qualification that enables further education within the 
higher education system (Camacho Calvo et al., 2019; Rommel, et al., 2024a). Formal VET at 
upper secondary level is provided by the vocational schools under the Ministry of Public Edu-
cation (MEP). The programs are predominantly school-based, last three years and correspond 
to level 4 of the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) for VET, which refers to the com-
petences being achieved and the hours of programs. Non-formal VET is offered by the National 
Institute for Apprenticeship (INA) and is recognized at NQF levels 1-3 (Àlvarez-Galván, 2015), 
see Figure 1. 

Regarding the Costa Rican VET system, Beirute Brealey (2018) states that the potential of 
VET as a mechanism for improving the employability of young people in the country is not 
being fully exploited. This is manifested in the fact that the Costa Rican business sector is cur-
rently complaining about a shortage of skilled workers (UCCAEP, 2021), while youth unem-
ployment remains high. This amounts to 34.2% in young people aged 15 to 24 (INEC, 2022). 
Accordingly, the Costa Rican VET system appears to be in a weakened position and the original 
guiding principle of integrating socio-economic disadvantaged groups into the labor market is 
not being fully realized. In this context, since the 1990s, VET systems with a stronger link to 
the world of work, such as dual programs, have been seen as a panacea against social and eco-
nomic challenges (Haddad et al. 1990; Álvarez-Galván, 2015; OECD, 2019; UNESCO, 2019). 
Therefore, attempts have been made in Costa Rica since the 1990s to integrate dual VET struc-
tures. Most of these efforts were initiated by international partners, particularly from Germany 
(Camacho Calvo, 2024; Láscarez Smith, 2023; Marín Hernández et al., 1998). 

To strengthen the Costa Rican VET system and the labor market, Álvarez-Galván (2015) 
articulates various recommendations within the context of the OECD report, some of which 
relate to the implementation of dual VET. Since 2016, following the publication of the OECD 

 
 

3  See Rommel et al. (2024a) for further information. 
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report, the previous Costa Rican government has been working to implement dual VET 
(Camacho Calvo, 2023; Láscarez Smith & Baumann, 2020). As a result, a bilateral agreement 
on international VET cooperation between the Costa Rican and German governments was con-
cluded in 2019 (GOVET, 2019). In the same year, Law No. 9728 formally institutionalized dual 
VET (SCIJ, 2019). Following the successful pilot phase, the process of integrating dual pro-
grams into the existing Costa Rican VET system was initiated (Láscarez Smith & Baumann, 
2020). 

Figure 1 
Structure and transition of the formal and non-formal tracks of the TVET system in Costa Rica 

 
Note. Source: Rommel et al., 2024a 

2.3 Implementation and Institutionalization of Dual VET in Costa Rica 
Dual VET operates as one option within the broader spectrum of technical and vocational 

education offered by various accredited institutions in Costa Rica. In practice, the governance 
of dual VET is based on a regulatory framework designed to foster collaboration among various 
stakeholders. It operates within the National System for Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (SINEFOTEP) as outlined in Law No. 9728 and its associated regulations, while 
maintaining separate governance structures (Camacho Calvo, 2024). The Costa Rican dual 
VET system is structured around the fundamental principles of duality and is defined by law 
(SCIJ, 2019): 

[...] vocational training in the dual modality, [is] understood as that educational mo-
dality that enables the apprentice to be trained in two learning environments, namely 
in a technical vocational training institution and in a training company that uses its 
tangible and human resources to implement this modality regulated by law. (SCIJ, 
2019, translation by authors) 

In Costa Rica, two institutions are currently primarily responsible for the development, 
implementation and monitoring of dual VET programs, the INA and the MEP. However, each 
institution has different roles and pursues its specific objectives. The MEP is responsible for 
the entire formal education system, including formal VET programs provided by vocational 
schools and plays a central role in the regulation and certification (Hunink, 2024). Furthermore, 
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it chairs the Commission for Dual VET (CAP), which consists of the INA and other stakehold-
ers from society, the education sector and the labor market. The CAP organizes the inter-insti-
tutional coordination and implementation of dual programs as well as the definition of corre-
sponding guidelines. A report on the status of dual VET is also published regularly (CAP, 
2022). 

The other main actor is INA, which provides non-formal VET and dual programs. The INA 
is tasked with coordinating part of the dual training system, such as managing the special schol-
arship fund for dual VET, as companies in Costa Rica refuse to offer apprentices in dual pro-
grams a salary (INA et al., 2020; Camacho et al., 2019). 

As stated by the German Office for International Cooperation in Vocational Education and 
Training (GOVET), 335 individuals have successfully completed their training programs to 
date. Most of these individuals have been trained at NQF Level 1, as indicated by the courses 
offered by INA. The MEP has 18 graduates, all of whom have been assigned to Level 4. Fur-
thermore, there are approximately 200 students currently enrolled in various dual VET pro-
grams (GOVET, 2024). 

3 Methodology 
This study is based on a qualitative research approach in which different data materials are 

triangulated with each other to paint as comprehensive a picture as possible of the current state 
of implementation of dual VET in Costa Rica (Flick, 2011; Rothbauer, 2008). At the beginning 
of the research, a comprehensive analysis of secondary data and documents was carried out to 
gain a well-founded insight into the context as well as the institutional and social structures of 
the field of research. The analysis included scientific publications as well as manuals from the 
CAP and INA, statistical data and reports from the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses 
(INEC), historical sources, etc. (Hoffmann, 2018). The analysis of the documents made it pos-
sible to systematize existing knowledge, identify key concepts on VET and dual structures, 
formulate hypotheses and develop guiding questions. 

In addition, empirical data was collected through guided expert interviews based on Meuser 
and Nagel (2009), participatory observations and group discussions (Flick et al., 1991). 

From March 2023 to January 2025, participating observations were regularly carried out 
as part of virtual meetings with the MEP to exchange views on the strategic direction of dual 
VET, on average once a month. In addition, three delegation trips to Costa Rica took place in 
the course of 2023, with observations made during various meetings and events with the fol-
lowing actors: 

 
• MEP departments: General Directorate for Quality Assessment (DGEC), Directorate of 

Technical Education and Entrepreneurial Skills (DETCE), Directorate of International Af-
fairs and Cooperation (DAIC) 

• National Technical University (UTN) 
• Trade Union of Education Workers (SEC) 
• German Chamber of Commerce Abroad in Costa Rica (AHK) 
• German Embassy in Costa Rica 
• Business associations and chambers: Information and Communication Technologies Cham-

ber (CAMTIC), Chamber of Industry (CICR), Costa Rican Chamber of the Food Industry 
(CACIA), Costa Rican Union of Chambers and Associations of the Private Business Sector 
(UCCAEP) 

• Free Trade Zone Associations: Association of Free Trade Zone Companies (AZOFRAS), 
Coyol Free Zone, America Free Zone (AFZ) 

• Teachers' professional association Colypro 
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• Training companies: SMC Ltd. Costa Rica, Accenture, Kaizen 
• Don Bosco educational center 
• INA headquarters in Uruca 
• CAP 

 
The group discussions were conducted in June and September 2023 in person at two MEP 

vocational schools: CTP San Pedro de Barva and CTP Atenas MEP. The discussions concen-
trated on 18 apprentices, 15 teachers and coordinators of the first generation of técnico IV level 
in the dual VET programs in the disciplines of electrical engineering and web development. 
The programs are taught at both educational institutions in the evening. At CTP Atenas, eight 
teachers and coordinators from the electrical engineering field participated, while at CTP San 
Pedro de Barva, seven teachers and coordinators from the web development field were in-
volved. 

However, the analysis of the group discussion with teachers and coordinators at the CTP 
Atenas is based on memories due to the failure of the audio recording device. Moreover, the 
discussion with the web development students was conducted twice (June and September) due 
to the initial circumstances not being conducive to an open discussion. Accordingly, the data 
was subsequently collected again in a more familiar setting. 

Additionally, between February and May 2024, eight experts from science, business, and 
INA were interviewed. These experts have in-depth knowledge of dual training at INA, cover-
ing structural, organizational, and legal aspects, as well as communication with participating 
companies. The focus of the data collection was on the following topics: 

 
• Perception of (dual) VET by different stakeholders 
• Interpretation of duality 
• Challenges and potential added value of learning venue cooperation 

 
The evaluation of the transcribed audio material was carried out using QDA software. An 

abductive approach was chosen in which the coding paradigm was applied in the sense of the 
research style of Grounded Theory Methodology (GTM) (Heiser, 2018; Strauss & Corbin, 
1996). 

4 Results on the Institutionalization and Implementation of Duality 

Legal Criterion 
In Costa Rica, dual VET was legally anchored through the Dual Technical Education Law 

of 2019. This law defines the training regulations, the rights and duties of apprentices and train-
ing companies, as well as the responsibilities of educational institutions. Through these binding 
regulations, dual VET is to be institutionally secured and formalized as a central element of 
VET. However, in Costa Rica, this can be seen as questionable. Despite the legislation and 
regulations outlining the responsibilities and obligations of the relevant actors, there are signif-
icant challenges. One such challenge is that companies do not consider themselves obligated to 
compensate apprentices. At the same time, it should be noted that there are still challenges in 
implementing and institutionalizing duality according to different understandings of it. This 
relates both to joint curriculum development and the collaborative work in providing dual train-
ing opportunities between stakeholders, as well as the hope associated with duality for better-
qualified specialists who meet the labor market's needs. 
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School Criterion 
Dual training programs are relatively new in Costa Rica. In view of this, they are neither 

well known in society, nor are they deeply embedded in the formal VET system, as is the case 
in German-speaking countries. Although events under the umbrella of the CAP are jointly or-
ganized and carried out to promote dual VET, INA and MEP have different strategies – not 
least because of their different economic resources. 

The MEP contacted specific vocational schools and informed them about dual VET. As 
part of these conversations, the educational institutions were asked to implement dual voca-
tional education and training programs. As a result, the school implemented the programs 
quickly and at short notice. From the perspective of the teachers and coordinators, the imple-
mentation was basically successful. At the same time, however, they admit that there is still 
room for improvement, particularly regarding the selection process for students that takes place 
at the school, as the following extract from a group discussion shows: 

E1: [...] everything we went through last year, let's say this was very abrupt, it started 
very quickly. It had to be done because it had to be done, it was already law, it had to 
be tested, we were already there. 

E2: We had to run. 

E3: We had to run on the treadmill, but yes, we did everything as we were told, as 
planned, but yes, I do think that if we are going to repeat it, by 2024, the student se-
lection process needs to be enriched a little more, strengthened in the educational part 
[...]. (SPB, Pos. 21-28) 

In contrast, the INA headquarters pursued a different strategy and instead organized infor-
mation events for INA educational institutions on dual VET programs in all regions of the 
country. As a result, numerous schools, including those in peripheral areas, introduced dual 
programs at levels I to III. 

An important factor for the implementation of duality was mentioned in the expert inter-
views in relation to curriculum development in cooperation with companies, and there is still a 
major disadvantage regarding the collaboration in curriculum development in dual programs. 

As it is in other countries. Right, do business associations review the curriculum? That 
part, we haven’t reached yet here (INA, 2024, Pos. 113-114). 

[…] also, let's say, from the country’s experience, I feel that it is still very difficult for 
us to understand, right, that professions are linked to the labor market. […] (INA, 2024, 
Pos. 339-340) 

Nevertheless, all teachers and coordinators from both institutions see the high proportion 
of practical experience as an opportunity for students to become vocationally socialized. They 
also have the impression that the dual programs make it easier for young people to enter the 
world of work. In addition, the interviewees recognize that cooperation with companies could 
be improved, and the joint curriculum development furthered. 

Company Criterion 
Currently, private sector companies in Costa Rica participate in dual programs, while the 

public sector is not yet involved. However, the participants' observations showed that they see 
their participation more as corporate social responsibility (CSR) and do not see much added 
value for their organizations, which is why the subsidization of participating training companies 
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is currently being discussed in Costa Rica. Furthermore, acquiring additional training compa-
nies through the MEP and INA is proving difficult. This is because, despite their activities in 
the CAP, both institutions still lack a coherent and coordinated communication and acquisition 
strategy for companies. However, INA has sufficient financial resources to implement a com-
prehensive acquisition strategy. For example, a forum on dual VET has already been organized 
in 2023, which has significantly increased awareness of dual programs within the business sec-
tor: 

Companies don't know much about dual training […] Because I don't know, maybe 
they're scared […]. So, there's a need to provide more information. In fact, we orga-
nized a forum […], where we invited a lot of companies […] to give more widespread 
information […] and that really helped a lot in getting the companies to open up. (INA, 
2024, Pos. 2153 – 2159) 

In addition, INA has already formalized cooperation with relevant economic chambers in 
the country through agreements. However, the fragmentation of the Costa Rican business sector 
seems to make it difficult for INA and MEP to attract more training companies (Hunink, 2024). 
Nevertheless, the recruitment of training companies seems to be hindered by the lacking moti-
vation – for various reasons – of companies to be an active partner in the training process and 
by the bureaucracy involved in participating in dual programs. 

Formalized Scientific Criterion 
In Costa Rican society, VET is at best the second-best educational option after general 

education (including higher education): 

[…] it is important to point out that Costa Rica has a tradition that is very focused on 
higher education […] so Costa Rica went from having three public universities to hav-
ing 54, 57 universities, where we now have 5 public. (INA, 2024, Pos. 80-85) 

It can be seen that the generally negative image of VET that is prevalent in society at large 
also seems to play a role in the scientific community. Many scientists perceive VET as less 
prestigious and therefore do not see sufficient reason to address this topic in their research. 

[…] at the university […] I don´t know how to say it […] With this perspective and a 
stigma that makes [scientists] question why anyone should research the work of the 
INA, this work is devalued because it is not academic [...]. (INA, 2024, Pos. 167-170) 

It is therefore not unexpected that the importance of inclusion of scientific knowledge in 
VET remains relevantly limited. It can be observed that research related to VET in Costa Rica 
is in its early stages, institutionalized research in and about VET therefore is in a formative and 
evolving phase. In general research on VET in Costa Rica is weak but shows progress in the 
last years due to the increased number of researchers and publication (Rommel et al., 2024b). 

5 Conclusion and Outlook 
This study refers to the concept and criteria of duality and provides an overview of the 

institutionalization processes of dual VET in Costa Rica. It analyses both historical develop-
ments and current initiatives, thereby creating an important basis for evaluating the state of 
implementation of dual VET in the country. At the same time, the analysis shows that the trans-
fer of dual VET is a long-term process influenced by various economic, social and cultural 
factors. The participation and support of key stakeholders – such as public institutions, compa-
nies, apprentices, scientists and training providers – plays a crucial role in this. 
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It becomes evident that dual programs in Costa Rica are integrated into the existing formal 
VET system in a complex way. In 2019, for example, the formal and institutional anchoring of 
the dual modality was achieved through the enactment of Law 9728. However, the preliminary 
results reflect numerous challenges associated with the social institutionalization of dual VET. 
These include cooperation between educational institutions and companies, and the acceptance 
and understanding of duality among the stakeholders involved. The biggest challenge, however, 
is to encourage the business and public sector to provide training places, which is why the 
company criterion, and the continued existence of Costa Rican dual VET may not be suffi-
ciently secured. 

Furthermore, it can be observed that the widespread negative social perception of VET also 
seems to influence the academic community. Many scientists may consider VET to be less 
prestigious, which leads to less motivation to study these topics. However, it is precisely the 
scientific community that should investigate and analyze the effects of the VET system, but 
also of dual programs. Given the limited scientific discussion in Costa Rica on this topic to 
date, there is a lack of reliable empirical data, which would be necessary to provide adequate 
information to both companies, policymakers, and other stakeholders in the field of VET. It 
would therefore be useful to conduct research that, among other things, examines companies' 
perspectives on how to secure skilled workers, apprentices' experiences during the transition 
from training to the labor market, the role of educational institutions in providing vocational 
training content, etc. Moreover, further research desiderata should be identified and systemati-
cally addressed. 
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Abstract 
Context: A central task of the European vocational education and training systems is to qualify 
young people for entry into the labour market. This serves both the social endeavour for pro-
fessional inclusion and participation as well as securing the increasingly virulent demand for 
skilled workers. Despite this dual requirement, a significant proportion of Europe's young peo-
ple are disconnected from the training and labour market. There is a risk of permanent unem-
ployment. Holistic participation support for disadvantaged groups could help to reduce struc-
tural exclusion dynamics. The focus is not only on imparting professional expertise, but also 
on the skills of a person as a whole. This approach is a genuine component of the German 
vocational education and training system but is strongly employment-centred. 
Approach: Based on current empirical findings (mixed-methods design) from a German pilot 
project, the question is answered as to how a holistic support strategy to promote the participa-
tion of long-term unemployed people with health impairments can succeed. 
Findings: The holistic development of resources, which encompasses both the removal of ex-
ternal barriers (e.g. access to support structures) and the development of general skills (e.g. 
social skills), is at the centre of support practice for the vulnerable target group. In this context, 
five effectiveness factors of the holistic approach can be identified, which include both concep-
tual and didactic implications: Holistic, flexible programme portfolio, interdisciplinary cooper-
ation structure, voluntary participation, and long-term support. Provided that these structural 
prerequisites are guaranteed, the holistic support strategy can enable new opportunities for pro-
fessional and social participation. While the holistic support strategy enables professional 
(re)integration, particularly for younger people and those who tend to be more able for work, 
the project offers social participation and development prospects, especially for older people 
and those who tend to be unable to work. 
Conclusions: The results point to the need for early, holistic support. This should be able to take 
all areas of life into consideration in order to reduce complex barriers to participation. To 
achieve this, the rigid German vocational training system must become more open and rethink 
the traditional concept of occupation (‘Berufskonzept’). 

Keywords 
inclusion, holistic support strategies, mixed methods, disadvantaged groups, transformation of 
VET systems 
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1 Diversity in Europe’s Vet Systems: Holistic Approaches in Germany 
In recent years, there has been a rapid increase in global challenges and crisis-like devel-

opments. The VET systems of the European countries are faced with the joint task of fulfilling 
their hinge function between the training and labour market even in these challenging times. In 
this way, it is not only important to secure the increasingly virulent demand for skilled labour, 
but also to promote an inclusive social order in which all people can participate on an equal 
footing (Ixmeier et al., 2023; UNSDG, 2023). Despite the common challenges, the national 
VET systems in Europe differ from one another. This is due not least to their economic and 
socio-cultural path dependencies (Münk, 2020, p. 726ff.). 

The teaching of basic competences and general skills is an integral part of the German 
vocational education and training system. This involves teaching not only direct technical skills, 
but also social and personal skills. The aim is to achieve a “holistic competence to act (...) in 
the sense of a holistic problem-solving ability” (BMBF, 2013, p. 53f.). This should enable train-
ees to act independently and appropriately, especially in increasingly complex work situations, 
and thus to cope with rapid technological and socio-economic change (Markowitsch et al., 
2020, p. 18f.). This holistic educational requirement is therefore designed to be very occupa-
tion-specific and as such is embedded in the traditional concept of occupation 
(‘Berufskonzept’), which is the centrepiece of the German vocational training system (Arnold 
et al., 1998, p. 3; Zabeck, 2013, p. 11). The focus of this ‘Berufskonzept’ is on conveying a 
comprehensive professionalism in a specific occupational field that transcends the purely mar-
ket-specific logic of utilisation by also encompassing personal and social functional logics (Sei-
fried et al. 2019, 11f.). The downside of this approach is that the German fully qualifying system 
of vocational training (i.e. dual and full-time school-based) is disastrous for the disadvantaged 
in the system precisely due to its explicit focus on the ‘Berufskonzept’ and its fundamentally 
vocational nature of work, because they are subject to the radical exclusion principle of all or 
nothing. This means, that if young people don’t fit into the standard ways of becoming a fully 
holistic educated employee according to the ‘Berufskonzept’, the chances to gain a recognized 
vocational training qualification sinks dramatically. This manifests itself in strong social dis-
parities in access to and completion of fully qualifying training programmes (ABB, 2024, p. 
11, 16f.; Frehe & Kremer, 2016, p. 16). In contrast, low-threshold qualification offers that fol-
low the European idea of ‘employability’ as a qualification goal, for example, may be much 
better suited to giving disadvantaged individuals a realistic chance of integration into the labour 
market due to their significantly higher systemic and structural flexibility and - above all - due 
to the significantly lower entry level of vocational qualification. 

The following article deals with the question of the extent to which a holistic approach to 
vocational education and training can successfully promote the participation of vulnerable tar-
get groups such as disadvantaged young people. To this end, the categories of poverty, health 
impairment and migration are first used to show that the need for inclusive strategies in voca-
tional education and training has increased in Europe. This is followed by empirical insights 
into a pilot project to promote the vocational participation of long-term unemployed people 
with health impairments in order to illustrate the complex needs of vulnerable target groups and 
discuss holistic solutions. The article concludes with a discussion on the prospects for an inclu-
sive transformation of the VET system through a truly holistic approach to VET. 

2 Vulnerable Groups - Structural Exclusion from the Labour Market 
Disadvantaged young people are particularly affected by structural exclusion dynamics. 

Achatz et al. (2021) describe the group of socially disadvantaged young people as “young peo-
ple who, due to their individual circumstances, have limited opportunities in the transition from 
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school to work and therefore require support”. The characteristics of this group include precar-
ious living situations, poverty and social inequality as well as physical and mental impairments 
(Rahmani & Groot, 2023). Migrants can also be categorised as disadvantaged young people, as 
they often have to overcome language and cultural barriers in addition to the aspects mentioned 
above. They also lack social networks and usually have less knowledge of the local training 
and labour market (Bergseng et al., 2019, p. 8f.). These key vulnerabilities (poverty, health 
impairment or disability, migration or social disadvantage) are widespread in the European Un-
ion and often affect each other reciprocally. 

In 2023, around 71.9 million people in the EU-27 countries were affected by relative pov-
erty (below the 60% median of the respective national equivalised income). This corresponds 
to an average of 16.2% of all inhabitants. The range between the individual countries is between 
9.8% (Czech Republic) and 22.5% (Latvia/Estonia). The rate is particularly high in southern 
and eastern Europe. Wage labour must be considered the most serious factor for the risk of 
poverty - almost half of people (47.5%) without earned income are affected by poverty in Eu-
rope (IAQ, 2024b). In the period from 2005-2022, this rate remained at a relatively constant 
level within the EU, with slight fluctuations (IAQ, 2024a, p.1f.). 

According to the European Commission (2025), around 87 million people in Europe cur-
rently live with a disability. Of these, only around 50% are in employment (compared to 75% 
of people without disabilities). Around 28% are affected by poverty or social exclusion - this is 
only the case for around 18% of people without a disability. In Germany, the number of people 
with disabilities increased by almost a quarter between 1993 and 2019. In 2021, the figure was 
7.8 million people - 3.1 million of whom were of working age. On the one hand, this is due to 
the demographic ageing of the population. On the other hand, however, mental disorders in 
particular have increased enormously as a result of changing workloads. An increase of almost 
50% has been recorded here since 2009 (Buck et al., 2024, p. 2f.). 

The figures on first-time asylum applications in the EU member states provide an impres-
sion of the development of refugee migration in Europe. In 2023, an average of 2,337 asylum 
applications per million inhabitants were submitted in the European Union. In Germany, the 
figure was 3,900. Particularly high figures were registered in Cyprus (12,664), Austria (6,107) 
and Greece (5,559). In Germany, around 52.3% of all applications for asylum were granted in 
the first instance during this period (Destatis, 2025). After a sharp rise in first-time asylum 
applications in 2014 - around 1.5 million migrants seeking protection were registered in Ger-
many alone between 2015 and 2016 (Bergseng, 2019, p. 8) - there was a significant drop again 
after 2016. Since 2021, there has been a steady increase again, approaching the figures from 
2015/16 (Destatis, 2025). 

An international study conducted by CEDEFOP in 2017 confirms this: Completing an ap-
prenticeship (vocational or general education - ISCED 3) significantly increases the chances of 
entering employment, although the strength of the effect can differ considerably in some cases 
depending on the type of training considered in the context of the prevailing national vocational 
training system (see the explanations on the German concept of vocational work above). As a 
result, people without a qualification at ISCED 3 level have a greatly increased risk of belong-
ing to the group of NEETs (Not in Employment, Education or Training), which can also be 
used as one of two international benchmarks for the effectiveness of (vocational) education and 
training systems. In a European comparison of the EU-27 countries, Germany is in fifth place 
with 5.7%, which is well above the EU-27 average of 10.1%. With a youth unemployment rate 
of 5.8% in 2019 - the second international benchmark for the effectiveness of education - Ger-
many is even in first place (together with the Czech Republic). The average value for the EU-
27 countries was 14.8% (Schultheis et al., 2025). 

Although this picture is relatively positive for Germany in an international comparison, at 
least three aspects must be taken into account. Firstly - as the OECD has been pointing out since 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 287 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

the early 1990s (OECD 1992) - the number of young people who are locked into initial voca-
tional training in Germany is relatively high due to its specific national vocational education 
and training structure. This also includes the growing, upstream (and often critically ques-
tioned) vocational training measures like the so called transition system (‘Übergangssystem’) 
(Frehe & Kremer 2016; BMBF 2024, p. 26.). This reduces the number of unemployed young 
people and thus, of course, the total number of NEETS in the system, as they fall out of the 
statistics. Secondly, ranking at the top does not mean that there is no need to optimise the inte-
gration capacity of the vocational training system: Every person who is unable to participate in 
education and work in a modern gainful employment society is one person too many. This is 
all the more true in times of increasing demand for skilled labour. And thirdly, another worrying 
trend can be observed in the recent past: The number of young people (aged 20-34) in Germany 
with ‘no formal Qualification’ (nfQ) (without completed vocational training or study degree) 
has risen consistently in recent years from 2.12 million (14.4%) in 2018 to 2.86 million (19.1%) 
in 2022. Particularly high proportions of the group of nfQs are people without a school-leaving 
qualification (74.4%), people without German citizenship (38.1%), people with their own mi-
gration experience (38.1%) and, in particular, refugees from war and crisis zones (57.4%) 
(BMBF, 2024, p. 96f.). These figures indicate an increasing problem of structural exclusion 
dynamics in the participation of disadvantaged groups in education. This is accompanied by an 
increased risk of not being able to pursue permanent gainful employment (BMBF, 2024, p. 96). 
Vocational education data on people with health impairments is not collected as part of official 
statistics (BMBF, 2024, 58f.). However, figures elsewhere show their structural disadvantage 
on the labour market: while the labour market participation rate for people without impairments 
in Germany was 81% in 2017, this was only the case for 53% of people with impairments 
(BMAS, 2021, p.215). 

Disadvantaged groups could be given even better support in the transition from school to 
the labour market through suitable vocational training opportunities. Otherwise, there is a risk 
of unemployment. Against this backdrop, Germany also has a very high proportion of long-
term unemployement: In September 2024, there were around 980,000 people (BA, 2024). Here, 
too, there are a number of intersectional barriers for labour participation, such as a lack of qual-
ifications, health impairments, advanced age, language deficits or caring responsibilities (Beste 
et al., 2023, p. 127f.). According to estimates by the Federal Labour Office, up to 220,000 of 
these people have such serious barriers that they are unlikely to be reintegrated into work with 
the current support instruments (Trappmann et al., 2019). 

3 Holistic Skill Development for Vulnerable Groups 
Holistic approaches as a core category of the German VET system on the one hand - in-

creasing structural exclusion of vulnerable groups with intersectional barriers on the other. This 
raises the question of how holistic participation support for vulnerable target groups can suc-
ceed. This question will be answered on the basis of empirical research data from a pilot project 
on holistic participation support for long-term unemployed people with health impairments. 
The article therefore outlines complex requirements and conditions for the success of holistic 
skills development as a new educational practice and thus provides pointers for a more inclusive 
and sustainable VET system. 

3.1 Methodology 
The methodological basis is a mixed-method study design, using data from a pilot project 

on holistic participation support for long-term unemployed people (i.e. unemployed for at least 
12 months) with health impairments. The support strategy centres on individual, holistic sup-
port from an interdisciplinary team of experts in a long-term setting (up to 20 months). The 
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central aim is to stabilise the individual's situation and, building on this, to introduce them to 
the labour market. Participation in the project is voluntary. 

The analysis results presented here are based on participant surveys at the beginning of 
their participation in the project (n=180) and after at least 9 months of the project (n=87). The 
data was collected between August 2020 and August 2024 and analyzed using statistical meth-
ods (a.o. descriptive & correlation analyses). The findings were supplemented by the analysis 
of project progress data (n=275) as well as open coding and a content analysis of interviews 
(n=75) with project participants and observation protocols (n=44). The aim of this method tri-
angulation is to achieve a deeper understanding of the mechanisms of action of the research 
object. By applying explorative and hypothesis-testing methods, new correlations can be induc-
tively uncovered and correlated, but also a deductive test for numerical relevance and signifi-
cance can be carried out (Kuckartz, 2014). 

3.2 Results 
By August 2024, 164 people (of 275 participants in total) had completed the ongoing pro-

ject. The majority of participants were male (approx. 60%) and distributed relatively evenly 
across all age groups (19 to 63). Multimorbidity plays a key role: three out of four participants 
have at least three health impairments. Over 90% report a physical impairment, and a good 78% 
have a mental impairment. Over 70% have simultaneous mental and physical illness. Accord-
ingly, the ability to work (measured by the Work Ability Index at the start of the programme 
by medical professionals) is rated as critical by a clear majority (around 75%). While around 
90% of participants have completed secondary level 1 (ISCED 2) with a qualification, around 
48% of all participants have no vocational training. Over 77% of participants have been regis-
tered as unemployed for a very long time, at least five years. A good one in two have never 
been in employment subject to social security contributions. 

At the centre of support practice is the holistic development of resources, which includes 
both the removal of external barriers and the development of general skills. These two areas 
can therefore be seen as levers of support. By analysing interviews and project reports, the 
following key aspects of these two levers were identified: 

The development of individual competences (support lever 1): Individual competences rep-
resent the holistic ability to lead a self-determined life and participate in functional areas of 
society. They are subject-centred and can be differentiated into four levels: Personal compe-
tences stand for a self-determined lifestyle. Central areas of intervention here include the crea-
tion of self-efficacy and motivation for (professional) participation as well as the development 
of a daily structure and health-conscious behaviour. Social skills stand for the reduction of so-
cial blockages, opening up to the outside world and learning communication routines. Voca-
tional skills include all aspects relating directly to getting a job, in particular vocational orien-
tation and learning specialised vocational knowledge (qualification). Finally, overarching com-
petences stand for the development of a general perspective and the development of soft skills 
(e.g. creativity, diligence, perseverance). 

To reduce external barriers (support lever 2): External barriers stand for environmental 
factors that can have a decisive influence on the individual participation opportunities of those 
affected but are institutionally closed to them. A very typical and important example for the 
target group is the support provided by the specialised staff in the project context when applying 
for rehabilitation status or a so-called ‘degree of disability’ (GDB). The application process is 
described as bureaucratic, complex and resource-intensive. However, it is a necessary condition 
for accessing the highly differentiated, organised support system in Germany for people with 
health impairments. In addition, depending on the needs situation, support is provided for fur-
ther health-related (e.g. access to a specialist), social (e.g. language courses or access to an 
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association) and professional (e.g. placement in training programmes) connections. Two as-
pects are central here: On the one hand, access to these support structures is difficult for the 
people concerned (at least at the time of their increased vulnerability, which is the reason for 
participating in the measures) due to various institutional closure processes (e.g. lack of trans-
parency; complex application procedures). On the other hand, needs are highly individualised 
and temporarily volatile, which is why needs-based and flexible assessment and support appear 
necessary. 

This support focuses on the reciprocal relationship between structure and individual results 
in expanded participation perspectives that transcend the purely occupational sphere but are 
structurally coupled to it. This connection becomes clear in the following quote from a project 
employee: 

(...) I experience this very, very often, that we are in case conferences and the success 
of the participant in the project is: I still haven't found a job. But that we have already 
worked out a lot of points that naturally lead to the final goal. But (.) in completely 
different situations, because most of the participants don't think about that. And then 
they always say: But look what you've already worked out. (...) They now go to the 
doctors regularly. They have these diagnoses, we have established them, they have 
already been to debt counselling and, and, and.  
Project worker in the Essen.Pro.Teilhabe pilot project 

The project worker reports on his experiences with participants in the context of so-called 
case conferences. These are regular meetings between the participant and the members of the 
interdisciplinary project team responsible for them (administrative specialist, social coach, doc-
tor or other staff members if necessary). This is where the individual project development is 
discussed, and further goals are cooperatively agreed. While the participants often only see 
professional reintegration as a criterion for success, the project staff emphasise the success of 
the measures on a holistic level. Accordingly, external barriers such as access to social and 
health service providers have often already been removed. The statement also points to the 
development of personal skills through more health-conscious behaviour (regular visits to the 
doctor). The project employee interviewed also sees these measures as setting the course ‘to-
wards the ultimate goal’, which ultimately corresponds to taking up employment. Holistic par-
ticipation support for vulnerable target groups therefore does not focus solely on the subject 
level or on the level of the vocational (education) system. Rather, it consistently removes this 
artificial separation and looks at the spaces and relationship patterns in between. In this way, 
factors that inhibit participation can be reduced and new perspectives established. 

Promoting participation outside of a purely professional utilisation logic thus enables pro-
fessional (re)integration, especially for younger people and those who tend to be more able to 
work. Of the 164 people who have completed the project so far, almost 45% have been reintro-
duced to the training or labour market. For 22.4%, this meant integration into the primary labour 
market (i.e. unsubsidised employment) or the resumption of education or vocational training. 
21.7% were able to take up state-subsidised employment. Considering the complex problems 
faced by the participants, this can certainly be seen as a significant developmental step. At 
31.9%, significantly more participants under the age of 40 were able to enter the primary labour 
market or vocational training. As expected, integration into education is significantly higher 
here than among the older participants (around 10% to 2%). The integrative power of the ho-
listic measure is even clearer if the project results are differentiated according to employability 
at the start of the project according to WAI (see above). This shows that 40% of the people who 
tended to be more employable were integrated into the primary labour market or into training. 
In contrast, the majority of older groups of people and people with a very critical WAI were 
placed in subsidised employment as an integration result. Of the latter group, however, almost 
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one in two (45.7%) cancelled the project prematurely. The empirical findings indicate that par-
ticipation in the low-threshold measures requires a minimum level of mobility and mental ca-
pacity. This excludes certain medical conditions (e.g. acute addictions). Upstream measures or 
extended care ‘building blocks’ could provide a solution here. However, there are also partici-
pants who reject the project approach per se, as they see it as an invasion of their privacy or do 
not have a fundamental willingness to change. 

Above all, the project offers social participation and development prospects to older 
people and those who tend to be unable to work. Approximately 19% of participants have 
completed the project regularly, but without integration into the first or second training or em-
ployment market. This value is particularly high for people over 40 (23.6%). However, this 
does not mean that there are no positive development patterns observed in these groups. In fact, 
55-60% of participants in an online survey (n=87) reported improvements in their health status, 
health behaviour, and overall competences (self-confidence; individual skills/abilities) after at 
least 9 months of project participation. Similarly, subjective development patterns on social and 
professional levels are predominantly perceived as positive. There were hardly any reports of 
deterioration. 

In interviews, participants highlighted the development of higher-level competences 
(developmental orientation and the establishment of a daily routine) and the establish-
ment of social contacts as a positive effect of programme participation. Furthermore, par-
ticipants reported improvements in their health situation and the establishment of a professional 
perspective as a result of the holisitc care: 

Interviewer: What has changed in your life through EPT? 

P: Everything. The whole life has been completely turned upside down. When I think 
about how I was before, yes, I was reserved, shy. I approached people with caution. I 
thought everyone wanted to do me harm. That's been completely turned around here 
in just half a year, I'd say. After about two years, it was time to start with job searching, 
writing applications, creating CVs and so on. So, you can get on a good path relatively 
quickly here. And that's really good." Participant (P), Model Project Essen.Pro.Teil-
habe 

The participant reports on their individual development process as part of pro-
gramme participation. Initially, health-related (psychological) barriers had to be overcome to 
regain access to social functions such as work and social services. This is a typical development 
pattern and has been described in more detail elsewhere (Ixmeier, 2024). Accordingly, the in-
troduction of a salutogenic process is the primary goal for many project participants. After the 
incremental removal of related participation barriers, attention can then be turned to other par-
ticipation dimensions, particularly work. The creation of self-confidence and motivation among 
participants is a central challenge. This requires time – the average participation duration in the 
project is 18 months. However, even this timeframe is considered too short for entrenched prob-
lems. Creating suitable support networks after participation is of central importance. Early in-
tervention would be even better, preventing problems from becoming entrenched in the first 
place. 

A key aspect of holistic participation promotion is a prepared, flexible portfolio of 
measures that can be used in participant care. This must enable holistic intervention with a 
focus on the complex problems faced by participants. The core is the removal of external bar-
riers and the development of individual competences. In the model project, 25 clusters of offers 
were identified on the three intervention levels of work, social services, and health/prevention. 
Although these were of varying relevance to participants, they all represented an important 
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building block for the individually determined participation strategy. Furthermore, a profes-
sional, interdisciplinary project team is essential for identifying problems and providing corre-
sponding offers. This holistic vocational education team consists of well-trained administrative 
staff, employment experts, social coaches, doctors, and psychologists, as well as experts in oc-
cupational and stress testing in a protected environment. The portfolio of offers can be expanded 
along the individual needs of the target group. 

In summary, five effectiveness factors of the holistic approach can be identified, which 
include both conceptual and didactic implications: Holistic, flexible programme portfolio, 
interdisciplinary cooperation structure, voluntary participation, and long-term support. 

4 Development Lines 
The aim of this study was to determine the extent to which a holistic strategy can success-

fully promote the participation of the growing group of disadvantaged people in Germany and 
Europe. To this end, the results of a pilot project to promote the vocational participation of 
long-term unemployed people with health impairments were presented. In this concluding 
chapter, the key findings are summarised and implications for an inclusive transformation 
through the adaptation of a truly holistic approach to vocational education and training are dis-
cussed. 

Overall, it becomes clear that participation promotion for vulnerable target groups can only 
be understood as a holistic process that enables the gradual removal of entrenched participation 
barriers. These barriers are effective at the interface between individual and society and must 
be removed accordingly. However, due to the complex and entrenched problems faced by long-
term unemployed individuals with health impairments, objective measurable successes may 
only become apparent after a longer period. Consequently, early intervention could make a 
significant contribution to creating equal opportunities, mitigating the shortage of skilled work-
ers, and thus minimizing the need for costly, curative measures on the part of service providers. 
Therefore, an expanded, life-world-oriented, holistic participation promotion could be particu-
larly relevant as a vocational education strategy (possibly as a supplementary measure) for the 
increasingly relevant group of disadvantaged young people. This approach may seem resource-
intensive, but it is a sustainable and inclusive alternative to structural exclusion from the edu-
cation and employment market, with both normative and economic advantages to be taken into 
account. 

If the promise of holistic VET is taken seriously, it must not remain in the area of vocational 
skills. To meet the growing challenges of our time and fulfill the aspiration of a fair education 
system, we must 'Think outside the box'. The broader implications and scope for a truly holistic 
transformation of the VET system must be critically discussed, especially in a corporatist sys-
tem such as Germany and against the backdrop of financial policy bottlenecks. So, against the 
backdrop of the German system’s reality and problems, at least two findings emerge: 
Firstly, it becomes clear on the basis of the empirical findings of this study that the overarching 
goal of vocational integration stands in second row. It can only succed, if holistic promotion 
strategies are invented to reduce medical, psychosocial, and general social problems (social 
disadvantage and participation problems), too. 

Secondly, the rigid system of dual or full-time vocational training in Germany, which is 
almost the only way to achieve a fully qualifying VET degree and thus good and sustainable 
employment prospects, shows that this one-sided focus on formal vocational qualifications 
must be supplemented by lower-threshold offers in the sense of the European demand for 'em-
ployability', in order to transport more flexibility into the system, for example through modu-
larization (Pilz, 2009). 
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Abstract 
Context: Recognizing the limitations of traditional secondary education in addressing the early 
school drop-out, this paper examines the potential impact of Secondary Vocational Education 
(SVE) in Argentina, a new educational model designed to reintegrate at-risk youth. The re-
search explores how specific components of the SVE model, such as personalized support and 
flexible learning options, influence student motivation and engagement, focusing on the mod-
el's relevance and integrality. 
Approach: This research employed a mixed-methods approach. Quantitative analysis utilized 
data from the National Survey MICS 2019-2020 and the Annual School Survey to analyze the 
relationship between socioeconomic status, gender, and school dropout rates. Qualitative data 
were collected through 89 interviews (students and institutional actors) and group interviews 
conducted in four Argentine provinces. 
Findings: the results confirm the contribution of both external and internal factors to school 
dropout, with students reporting negative experiences related to both. However, the SVE model 
demonstrates a positive impact on student motivation and engagement. Students positively val-
ued the learning environment, highlighting a supportive climate, close teacher-student relation-
ships, and a sense of belonging. Academic flexibility, student-centered pedagogical practices, 
and the focus on "learning by doing" were also highly appreciated. The personalized guidance 
provided by trajectory coordinators and the individualized learning paths tailored to student 
needs were identified as key components of the SVE model's success. 
Conclusions: the SVE's create new institutional conditions for students learning and renewed 
motivation to continue studying. In this sense, the study's findings align with those reported in 
the literature as achievements of student-centered vocational training programs in upper sec-
ondary education 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 295 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Keywords 
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1 Purpose and Literature Review 
Numerous research studies have identified interconnected factors contributing to early 

school leaving. These include individual characteristics like gender, with students from disad-
vantaged backgrounds being more likely to drop out. Social context, encompassing family, 
peers, and community networks, are crucial, as are parental education, attitudes towards edu-
cation, and support. Furthermore, institutional factors, such as rigid school structures, negative 
class climate, and traditional pedagogical approaches, also contribute negatively (Bonal et al., 
2003; Marhuenda  Fluixa & García-Rubio, 2017; Marhuenda, 2023). This interplay of external 
and internal factors affects discontinuous school trajectories, a long-term process of disengage-
ment with poor academic outcomes and lack of motivation that predict dropout (Aarkrog et al., 
2018). 

To face the early school leaving, many studies have shown that Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) tends to be more inclusive for students coming from disadvantaged back-
grounds than other educational pathways and crucial for preventing dropout (CEDEFOP, 2015; 
2016; Salvà et al., 2019). Beyond reducing internal dropout, VET attracts and reintegrates 
young people, especially those who left general education. Its practical, career-focused ap-
proach and sense of community offer a valuable alternative. 

European research indicates a positive correlation between VET participation and upper 
secondary completion rates (Lavrijsen & Nicaise, 2015). In particular, some studies conclude 
that the adoption of innovative learning approaches based on constructivist theory and/or active 
pedagogies in secondary VET increase students´motivation and aim to prevent dropout. The 
learner-centred pedagogies (LCP) prioritize student needs, capacities and interests, individual-
izing education, promoting student autonomy and developing skills through methods like small 
group work, problem-based learning, and project-based teaching. A Cedefop study in 15 Euro-
pean countries (CEDEFOP, 2015) revealed the impact of learner-centered pedagogies, increas-
ing student motivation, engagement, and satisfaction, leading to persistence and progress. How-
ever, careful consideration must be given to the specific cultural and contextual factors that may 
influence the implementation and impact of these approaches (Schweisfurth, 2011). Specifi-
cally addressed to vulnerable young people, second Chance Schools retain or re-enroll students 
through vocational training and practical programs, emphasizing institutional organization and 
creating a meaningful learning experience (Marhuenda, 2023). Beyond these strategies, many 
countries have programs for at-risk youth, following the OECD suggesting that interventions 
addressing specific needs, like changes in program duration, preparatory programs, or person-
alized support, improve upper secondary completion rates (Schmid, 2020). 

These debates about how to face early school leaving have also taken place in Argentina, 
as in recent decades compulsory schooling has been extended to the end of upper secondary 
education. However, difficulties persist in retaining and graduating at that level. Among 15 to 
17-year-olds, 67% attend, 25% attend late, and 8% do not attend, of which 6 out of 10 are boys. 
Only 42% manage to graduate on time. The graduation rate is higher among women than among 
men (for the year 2023 it was 82% and 72%, respectively) and the highest percentage of grad-
uates are women (54,7%) (UNICEF, 2022). Educational policies and programs have been de-
veloped to address institutional aspects that constitute barriers to inclusion and school perma-
nence (new regulatory frameworks, strategies to support school trajectories, and designing new 
institutional proposals with other organizational and pedagogical formats) (Montes et al., 2019). 
However, although much empirical research evidence in Argentina (Jacinto, 1998, 2007, 2019) 
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and other Latin American countries demonstrates that targeted training and situated learning 
contribute to creating motivating learning experiences, VET policies aimed at retaining and 
regaining students have been more limited. Only in recent years has a new institutional model 
been designed at a national level where VET is the articulating axis of pedagogical proposals 
for school re-entry. 

Recognizing the ongoing challenges of secondary school dropout, the paper purpose is to 
explore how the unique components of the Secondary Vocational Education (SVE), such as 
personalized support and flexible learning, contribute to creating a more motivating and engag-
ing learning experience for at-risk youth.  While the goal is to reduce secondary dropout, this 
paper focuses on the mechanisms through which the SVE might contribute to reducing dropout 
(i.e., by increasing motivation and engagement), specifically its intermediate outcomes on stu-
dent motivation and engagement. 

The SVE is a new educational offering (created in 2022) grants professional certification 
and an upper secondary degree. It is aimed at young people between 14 and 18 years old who 
have dropped out of their secondary studies. It offers a flexible and personalized curriculum; 
curricular integration between vocational training and basic general education such as language 
and mathematics; personalized trajectory coaching; groups of up to 15 students; and the vali-
dation of prior learning. Essentially, SVE is a multidimensional pedagogical approach to learn-
ers, deployed to generate motivation to participate and graduate in compulsory education with 
a professional certification. 

2 Methods 
The central research questions concern the interrelated factors to discontinuous school tra-

jectories and early school leaving (endogenous factors like school institutional and curricula 
organization and external like individual and socioeconomic backgrounds, family support) and 
how do specific components of the SVE model, (such as personalized support and flexible 
learning options), influence student motivation and engagement. In other words: in which ways 
is the SVE model relevant and integral, and how did it meet students' interests and needs? The 
working hypothesis to organize the research are: 

Hypothesis 1: Students who have dropped out of secondary school generally report nega-
tive experiences stemming from a combination of external (e.g., school environment) and in-
ternal (e.g., personal motivation) factors. Specifically, while students in Second Chance Edu-
cation (SVE) programs also experienced negative perceptions of their previous schooling, we 
hypothesize that they will report more positive experiences that motivate and engage them 
within their current SVE program. To investigate this hypothesis, we will examine representa-
tive quantitative data from existing surveys of secondary school dropouts, as a background for 
analyzing qualitative data collected through group interviews with SVE students across four 
Argentine provinces. 

Hypothesis 2: The increased motivation that SVE generates is attributed to key components 
of the SVE model, concerning relevance and integrality (Jacinto, 1998; Marhuenda, 2023), in-
cluding: 

 
• Relevance of the learning experience (adequacy to youth needs and expectations): 

o Focus on Student Needs 
o Competence Development 
o Innovative Methods (small group work, problem-based learning, project-based 

learning) 
• Integral approach (holistic consideration of youth learning conditions and student well-be-

ing): 
o Personalized guidance/coaching 
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o Curricular integration between general learning and vocational training. 
 
To examine this hypothesis, we work with qualitative data from group interviews to SVE 

students and teachers conducted in 4 Argentine provinces. The research methodology included 
two strategies: 

a) Quantitative analysis: Two databases were used: the National Survey MICS 2019-2020 
(UNICEF, 2022), which surveyed a representative sample of urban households, and the Annual 
School Survey. These databases allowed for information to be disaggregated by socioeconomic 
status, and gender. The MICS Survey data were used to analyze the relation between socioec-
onomic status, gender, and school dropout rates. 

b) Qualitative strategy: Fieldwork was conducted in four provinces, involving 89 inter-
views (40 institutional and group student´s interviews). The qualitative interviews explored 
students' perceptions of their previous school experiences, and students and teachers' percep-
tions of the school climate, teacher relationships, and student engagement in SVE and tradi-
tional programs. The interviews also explored how SVE provided personalized guidance and 
individualized support, focusing on the students' experiences with the trajectory coordinator 
and the tailoring of learning programs to their needs. These data were analyzed to assess the 
relevancy and integrality of the SVE model. 

This paper presents partial results of a larger research project funded by FONIETP-INET 
(2020-2023), which aims to contribute knowledge to address educational inequalities. 

3 Findings 

Inter-related Factors Influencing School Discontinuities in Secondary Level 
Argentina faces a significant problem regarding the discontinuity of school trajectories in 

compulsory education (especially in upper secondary). The pandemic had a strong impact, since 
in 2021 the figure of students who did not return to classes due to working rose to 17% (SEIE, 
2022). The graph shows the average of the values for the secondary level of the main indicators, 
which show a better performance by women. This is evident in lower rates of grade repetition, 
school dropout, non-progression to the final day of classes, and higher graduation rates for girls. 
However, despite positive trends in recent years, overall graduation rates still reveal challenges, 
with only 42% of students completing their studies on schedule. 

Furthermore, attrition – encompassing temporary or permanent dropouts and grade repeti-
tion – highlights the difficulties faced by teenagers and young adults in state schools, alongside 
poor performance in learning assessments. Only 64% of students entering year 1 reach their 
final year within the expected timeframe, a figure that decreases to 58% in rural areas. Regard-
ing learning outcomes, the latest data from "Aprender" (2022) indicates that 61% of final-year 
students perform below the basic level in Mathematics, and 28% are in the same situation for 
Language. 

Concerning the factors that contribute to attrition, a 2022 UNICEF survey investigating the 
reasons for dropping out among adolescents aged 12 to 17 revealed a strong association be-
tween school factors and this discontinuity. Disinterest was cited as the primary reason by 25% 
of adolescents who dropped out. Difficulty in progressing with learning was also a significant 
factor, reported by 8% of young people. These issues often contribute to increased absences 
(9%) and grade repetition (7%), which some students directly link to their decision to leave 
school. External factors also play a substantial role, with socio-economic difficulties and social 
and family factors, largely related to living conditions, being prominent. Economic hardship 
was the reason for dropping out for 10% of adolescents. The necessity of working to provide 
financial support at home compels 9% of young people to leave their studies. Caregiving re-
sponsibilities disproportionately affect women, with teenage pregnancy accounting for the 
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dropout of 5% of adolescent girls (UNICEF, 2022). Similarly, grade repetition is the second 
most significant reason for adolescent girls discontinuing their education. Conversely, adoles-
cent boys more frequently identify learning difficulties as a reason for not continuing with sec-
ondary school (Graph 2). 

Graph 1 
School trajectories by sex. Secondary education. Argentina, year 2023 (in percentage) 

 
 Note. Own elaboration based on data from the 2023 Annual Survey, Ministry of Education of the Nation. 

It is important to note that these factors are not isolated but rather interconnected, creating 
situations of vulnerability that impede students' educational continuity. Data indicates that ad-
olescents and young people with greater needs also experience the impact of school factors 
more intensely, in addition to facing socio-economic challenges. 

Graph 2 
Adolescents out of school according to reasons for interrupting schooling (grouped) by sex and 
socio-economic condition. Argentina, 2019-2020 (in percentage) 

 
 Note. Own elaboration based on UNICEF (2022). 

Consistently with the quantitative data, the students interviewed in the qualitative study of 
SVE students (most are male (69%) and between the ages of 16 and 18 (77%) cite economic, 
social, and family factors, as well as factors within the school and the broader context. They 
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said they had dropped out or experienced discontinuous schooling for various, strongly interre-
lated reasons. Among the external factors, economic, social, and family aspects include socio 
economic problems that force them to work or be responsible for childcare at home; frequent 
family restructurings (such as one parent leaving the home); domestic violence, addictions, and 
health problems; and serious housing problems. 

The interviews provide a deeper understanding about the internal school-related factors. 
They include a hostile school environment and excessive academic demands: a lack of dialogue 
with teachers and feelings of harassment and lack of integration with the institution and even 
peer groups. Some boys and girls report having been harassed in their previous schools. Males 
report behavioral issues that led to their feeling harassed, while girls more often cite gender-
related issues. One young man reported: 

I did first and second grade, but second grade I did until mid-June, I think, or July, 
because I suffered a lot of 'bullying from principals and teachers...'" (ID 46). 

Several students express having felt unintegrated in their previous schools. 

I did from 1st to 5th grade in the same school. Then, halfway through the year, I left 
5th grade because I had problems with my classmates. They bothered me every day. 
Besides, I was going through a bad time and wasn't able to look for more problems. 
So, I just left school (ID 57). 

Excessive academic demands are also a factor, particularly for students who are working. 
Difficulties in understanding and keeping up with schoolwork tend to accumulate throughout 
their time at school. One student described the workload and stress experienced at their previous 
technical college, which made it impossible to balance their studies with daily work on the 
family farm. Attending a double-shift technical college in the past placed very high demands 
on them, as they couldn't keep up with their studies or maintain their emotional well-being. 

And I studied every day, practical work, assessments, every week, and it was exhaust-
ing. I would fall asleep at one in the morning after finishing the work, then get up... It 
was a suffering, terrible dark circles under my eyes, you couldn't rest, you didn't eat 
properly...(ID 50). 

These factors contribute to a growing detachment from school, and absences mount 
up. The phrase “I didn't want to leave...but I couldn't, I felt bad and I couldn't continue” 
appeared in several interviews. 

Contextual factors, such as the distance to schools and family migrations for seasonal 
work, also play a role. The negative impact of disconnection during the pandemic is 
notable. The isolation (which lasted a year and a half in Argentina) and remote learning 
exacerbated the difficulties faced by many students, particularly those with less access 
to technology at home, leading them to drop out. 

I did all of high school there, I went to fifth form and left because I had a lot of pan-
demic subjects, I didn't understand anything during the pandemic, I didn't have a com-
puter, I didn't have good connectivity... I didn't want to leave, but I didn't understand 
anything at school, so I left (ID 45). 

Thus, these interconnected factors created negative school experiences in traditional insti-
tutions, related to the schools' institutional and pedagogical organisation and the relationships 
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formed there. Conceptually, disinterest and a lack of motivation appear to be the result of sev-
eral concurrent factors, where weak ties, low grades, and frustrations stemming from relation-
ships with the school lead to discontinuous educational paths. As we will show deeply in the 
next point, SVE appears a more suitable alternative that aligns with their needs and expecta-
tions. 

The SVE Model: Relevance and Integrality from the Perspective of Students and Teach-
ing Staff 

The organizational and pedagogical model of the SVE seeks to respond to the problems of 
absenteeism and discontinuous student trajectories. It promotes a contextualized and student-
centered pedagogical approach, which addresses their motivations, interests, and needs, taking 
Vocational Training as the central point articulated with general education. It seeks to break 
with traditional forms of secondary schooling. 

Student Perceptions of SVE 
 Student evaluations of SVE focus on four main aspects, clearly related to the Learning 

centered pedagogies (LCP) theory: 
 a. School climate and teacher-student relationship: Students positively value the SVE 

learning environment, highlighting an atmosphere of trust, respect, and collaboration. The re-
lationship with teachers is close, personalized, and mutually supportive, creating a positive and 
meaningful learning environment. This aligns with the "support" category, a key aspect empha-
sized by previous research and theoretical approaches to LCP (CEDEFOP, 2016). Students 
contrast this positive climate and these attitudes with their frustrating prior experiences. The 
smaller class sizes and close relationships with teachers foster strong bonds and a greater sense 
of belonging. Student accounts confirm this positive climate, which generates renewed interest 
in learning. 

And, within the workshop, there's always sharing of opinions, helping each other, dis-
cussing how to do it, what's the best way, faster, easier (ID 53). 

b. Academic flexibility and student-centered pedagogical practices: Students appreciate the 
course modality with fewer subjects, which allows them to better organize their time and bal-
ance studies with other responsibilities. They value student-centered pedagogical practices, 
such as clear explanations of content, attention to individual needs, and the creation of a more 
flexible and personalized learning environment. Relating it with the LCP, it shows that the stu-
dents' perceptions seem to be taken into account, they feel they have more control over their 
learning process, and a sentiment of autonomy in the process of learning. Flexibility in learning 
times and personalized attention to learning trajectories are valued. 

In this school, I really like the teachers because they are very nice […]. They treat you 
well. If you don't understand something, you can tell them “I didn't understand” and 
they help you. You can talk with the teachers…, do homework… It's very comfortable, 
calmer, a different environment (ID 57). 

c. Learning by doing and new skills: school workshops, where students develop and prac-
tice skills related to a professional profile, are what they most enjoy. They particularly appre-
ciate learning by doing, and learning math or other subjects takes on new meaning for them. 
Furthermore, the possibility to simultaneously complete high school and learn a trade is valued 
not only for future jobs but also to contribute to their families and communities. 
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On the other hand, here at the SVE I liked it more because although it is based on 
theory, there is much more practice and that is what I like (ID 32). 

In summary, SVE are positively valued by students due to their close and personalized 
learning environment, academic flexibility, student-centered pedagogical practices, develop-
ment of practical skills for the world of work, and connection with the needs of family and work 
life. These aspects align with key categories of the learner centered pedagogies such as the 
Motivating Learning Environment theory, creating a learning environment that is supportive, 
engaging, and relevant to students' lives. As a result, students express satisfaction and new mo-
tivations to continue studying. SVE become a significant experience for them. 

The SVE Model in Action 
In order to understand the institutional responses to school drop-out, the following section 

will analyze the criteria of relevance and integrality that the SVE model promotes, based on a 
set of strategies for intervention and resolution. 

a. Relevance: the relational dimension and personalization strategies 
A distinctive characteristic of the SVE is the creation of an environment of socio-affective 

personal relationships, where the personalization of the bond promotes relationships of prox-
imity and closeness. 

There is a positive assessment of the proposal in the retention of students, based on a rela-
tional dimension that allows establishing "another relationship" both among peers and with 
teachers: we listen to see if they want to tell us something [...] beyond teaching content 
(Teacher, ID 13). "Listening," "containment," "trust," and "good treatment" are associated with 
close support and personal follow-up. This is possible thanks to the figure of the trajectory 
coordinator and the organizational format, which includes small groups and the constant pres-
ence of teachers. Proximity and trust enable personal involvement and familiarity with the par-
ticular situations of each student: they tell us their intimate problems (Trajectory Coordinator, 
ID 31). 

The SVE model promotes dual assistance: it solves teacher absenteeism and improves stu-
dent attendance levels. The close treatment and concern of teachers respond to the need of a 
close follow up because of students previous trajectories and the low presence of families. In 
addition, they contribute to improving the low self-esteem of students and changes in their pre-
vious behaviors. 

Nowadays I don't have any kid who has [addiction problems]... even the one who said 
"I put the bullets in the street"... the most arrogant (...) Nowadays, that kid changed 
180 degrees. And he goes out to work, to shovel, to do odd jobs, that is, to do masonry, 
whatever. .. And these things he did not learn at home, or in the family. Sometimes he 
says to me "teacher, if I go to work for a couple of days, will you cover my absence?", 
I say "well, I'll cover one absence, but you complete the folder for me." So, we nego-
tiate (Trajectory Coordinator, ID 47). 

The flexibility of the institutional organization addresses the employment situation of 
young people and the problems that cause a more discontinuous relationship with the school. 
Although teachers value the "unstructured" nature of the proposal, the task of motivating and 
retaining students is not without conflict. 

Even though class attendance is not compulsory, all institutional actors agree on the im-
portance of presenceIt is pointed out that the basic general education (GE) area allows for some 
flexibility, but work in the workshop (Vocational Training) necessarily implies situated learn-
ing. 
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The SVE proposal also involves an alternative model from a pedagogical dimension. 
Knowing what is happening to students, being attentive to their starting point and progress, and 
carrying out personalized monitoring of their performance allows for another way of linking 
with what is taught. 

The centrality acquired by the development of personalized learning trajectories is high-
lighted. The construction of diverse forms of learning is promoted, which allow overcoming 
standardized practices and knowledge. This supposes the design of pedagogical-didactic strat-
egies and a specific follow-up of the teaching team to attend to singular situations, with the 
purpose of inscribing them in more flexible and personalized teaching proposals (Garino et al., 
2024). 

The teacher's commitment to personalization and accompanied learning constitutes a re-
quirement for the tasks of teaching and learning to be possible. Attention is focused on those 
who present learning difficulties or absenteeism, and opportunities for acceleration are provided 
to accredit knowledge to those who are more advanced, thus recognizing individual learning 
times. 

The center is the student, that we adapt to the course, to how they came today and so 
we are building the subject, the class development, everything, from them [...] this also 
of having patience with them, giving them time to learn.. (Trajectory Coordinator, ID 
47). 

Indeed, as an alternative pedagogical model, the SVE questions the assumption of a mon-
ochronic learning and suspends the notion of gradualness. In order for another form of teaching 
and learning to be possible, the SVE also seeks to break with the decontextualization of 
knowledge and low learning achievements through situated learning, oriented to generate mo-
tivating experiences for students. 

The challenge in my case is always the whole articulation, being all the time thinking 
how I am going to articulate or what to bring them that will awaken their interest, 
which is the idea, and that it will be useful to them [...] syntactic analysis, or verbs, a 
formal and strict thing that does not work for them (Language teacher, ID 13). 

b. Integrality: the professional profile as the articulating axis 
One of the distinctive characteristics of the SVE is the centrality of VT, which is presented 

as the articulator of the proposal. Placing professional training at the center of the SVE proposal 
gives meaning to learning in other areas, while strengthening the relationship between theory 
and practice, generating new motivations in students, towards dual certification. 

A challenge presented in the implementation of the SVE proposal is the curricular integra-
tion both within the GF and between it and the VT. The extracurricular spaces, such as exhibi-
tions at science fairs, and the PBL (Project-Based Learning) teaching proposal represent for 
institutional teams the possibility of advancing in that direction. 

In order to guarantee pedagogical continuity, the SVE model promotes different programs 
and actions aimed at supporting students in their schooling and accompanying teaching tasks, 
calling on various actors for their promotion. These interactoral networks are conceived as those 
interrelationships that are established between educational management, schools and other gov-
ernmental, social and community actors (Giovine et al., 2023). 

Numerous situations were observed in the school daily life, which showed a set of articu-
lations oriented towards the integral attention of students: from accompanying and intervening 
in situations of family violence, offering material resources for extracurricular activities, going 
to look for them at their homes for school outings, guiding them in the elaboration of a life 
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project, until providing a space for a snack or breakfast. These interventions show that closeness 
and care are distinctive features of the proposal 

Thus, the articulations with extra-school actors are presented as a support to address diverse 
problems and needs, linked to the profile of SVE students. Here, informative programs and/or 
talks with professionals on topics related to addictions, violence, grooming, the environment, 
sex education, etc. acquire centrality, although recreational or playful "school outings" that are 
highly valued by students are also carried out. 

Finally, some articulations emerge with the purpose of generating inputs and promoting 
the development of skills linked to the VT taught. For the SVE team, these articulations are an 
opportunity to put into practice and apply what was seen in the workshop space. In this regard, 
the formation of work cooperatives that seek to self-supply and develop entrepreneurial skills 
has also been detected. 

4 Conclusions 
The study shows that SVE's organizational and pedagogical model aims to address the 

many internal and external factors contributing to early school dropout. In the face of significant 
attrition – characterized by absenteeism, grade repetition, and academic or economic difficul-
ties that lead to demotivation – the SVE's institutional organization and pedagogical approach 
create new institutional conditions for students' learning. As a result, they express satisfaction 
and renewed motivation to continue studying, thanks to a model that addresses their interests 
and needs. In this sense, the study's findings align with those reported in the literature as 
achievements of student-centered vocational training programmes in upper secondary educa-
tion. They contribute to motivating learning environments. Since the students served share the 
characteristics of the most disadvantaged who have gone through long processes of disengage-
ment with school, a particular component is the strong emphasis placed on personalized sup-
port. The attention, care, and personalization of both learning and socio-affective bonds are 
relevant features of the model. In addition, the intra- and extra-school networks that guarantee 
a comprehensive approach aimed at supporting students in their schooling are highlighted. 

Although teachers and students positively assess the SVE, the model faces inherent limi-
tations in tackling attrition and dropouts. The task of motivating and retaining students presents 
ongoing challenges. Accommodating those who attend sporadically or arrive late and fatigued 
due to work or home responsibilities requires constant effort. Furthermore, certain life circum-
stances, such as those of student mothers, have not been fully addressed due to the requirement 
for in-person attendance. Despite its positive impact on students' educational paths, the SVE 
remains experimental, which introduces an element of precariousness to the model. Finally, 
two key questions warrant further consideration: What level of general and professional skills 
will the SVE ultimately foster, and does this inclusive approach risk creating a separate educa-
tional pathway with lower prestige? 
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Abstract 
Context: This paper is based on the project Building Bridges Between Higher Education (HE) 
and Employment: Learning from Practically-Based HE, conducted collaboratively by the au-
thors from 2022 to 2024 in England. The study focuses on the intersections between work-
related and academic learning, examining the role of stakeholders and new practices within 
practically-based, industry-engaged higher education. It explores how higher education can bet-
ter prepare students for the workplace by strengthening connections and crossing boundaries 
between academic learning and practical experience. In doing so, this paper aims to uncover 
how practically-based education models are positioned within higher education and to under-
stand how institutions and stakeholders respond to evolving social and economic demands. The 
research questions are addressed through an in-depth exploratory case study of two universities 
based in England. Twenty semi-structured interviews were conducted with university staff and 
students. Approach: The study used a qualitative methodology, focusing on two higher educa-
tion institutions in England. Empirical data were gathered through twenty semi-structured in-
terviews with a range of stakeholders, including university staff and students. Findings: Overall, 
our findings suggest that all key stakeholders, such as university staff, industry representatives, 
and students, are continuously contributing to the co-creation of multiple third spaces, which 
represent new forms of spaces that bridge academic and practical (work-related) dimensions. 
This requires an enabling learning environment which is considered as the core to develop 
work-ready graduates. Conclusions: The study indicates that the cross-over between theoretical 
learning, practical experiences and employer engagement involves continuous boundary cross-
ing across in-between spaces (e.g. intersections between higher education and work) in order 
to foster the effective development of skills and expertise of students necessary for the contem-
porary world of work. 

Keywords 
higher education, employability, work-related learning, employability skills, crossing bounda-
ries 
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1 Introduction 
This research is particularly relevant as many UK universities are now introducing more 

practically-oriented programmes, often developed in collaboration with industry, to enhance 
students' work readiness and employablity. This trend is underpinned by contemporary policy 
and research discussions that emphasize the importance of preparing higher education gradu-
ates for the labour market (Savickas, 2011; Kornelakis & Petrakaki, 2020; Bridgstock & Tip-
pett, 2019). The traditional model of matching individuals to specific jobs is gradually disap-
pearing due to societal shifts, including digitalisation, machine learning, and AI. As a result, 
individuals are less able to rely on stable employment and must instead focus on continually 
developing their own employability. As Cook (2022) emphasises, employability goes beyond 
simply securing a job and involves continuous lifelong learning, with employment being just 
one possible outcome. Other scholars also highlight the complex nature of becoming employa-
ble and the development of employability skills (e.g., Green, 2016; Succi and Canovi, 2020; 
Siivonen et al., 2023). For instance, considering employability as a dynamic process actively 
shaped by the various interactional spaces that graduates navigate as they enter the labour mar-
ket (Siivonen et al., 2023, p. 15). Similarly, Baldauf and Luchinskaya (2019, p. 44), argue that 
career decisions are not static or final but rather evolve as individuals' circumstances and the 
broader economic landscape change. This perspective highlights that employability is not a 
final achievement, but an ongoing process influenced by personal and contextual factors that 
graduates engage with throughout their careers and personal development journeys. In this in-
terpretation, employability introduces a more dynamic, agency-centered approach, emphasising 
the idea that the value of higher education lies in graduates' ability to effectively navigate the 
labour market, apply their knowledge and skills, and adapt their experiences. This ability is a 
crucial component of their academic studies, particularly in practically-based contexts. From 
this perspective, the role of higher education shifts from being merely a steppingstone to em-
ployment to becoming closely associated with equipping students to build, adapt, and develop 
their careers over time. 

This highlights the need for a long-term, adaptive view of transitions to work and career 
development, in which higher education plays a continuous role in equipping graduates to make 
informed decisions throughout their professional lives. Thus, developing employability through 
practically-based higher education is an ongoing process that happens in various learning 
spaces, bringing together both academic and practical learning through collaboration with rel-
evant stakeholders. Within the context of this research, the terms ‘practice’ and ‘practically-
based’ learning in higher education,’ as introduced elsewhere (Kersh and Laczik, 2022), refer 
to the affordances and spaces that contribute to integrating 'academic' and 'practical' learning, 
contributing to enhancing graduate work-related skills development and employability 

The study examines two higher education institutions24F

1, exploring how each has developed 
innovative models to align academic provision more closely with industry needs. 

The paper addresses the following research questions: 
1. How do universities develop and sustain unique learning environments that facilitate 

boundary-crossing between higher education and industry, as well as between learning and 
working spaces? 

2. In what ways do higher education institutions develop innovative models and strategies to 
shift their academic offerings toward more work-related provision, enabling students to 
engage with industries and learn alongside industry professionals? 

 
 

1  These universities will be further referred to as U1 and U2 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
In order to explore the complexities of moving higher education provision towards more 

work-related provision, enabling continuous boundary crossing between education and work, 
we are drawing on the spatial theories (Soja, 2009; Malloch et al., 2022), specifically employing 
the concept of the third space (Bhabha, 1994; Whitchurch, 2008). The learning space, as a con-
cept, has been reconceptualised and is no longer perceived as a singular place where teaching 
and learning take place. Instead, it is viewed as a multidimensional space that overlaps with 
other contexts, such as the workplace, community, and home (Evans et al, 2017). This leads to 
individuals continuously crossing boundaries between these spaces (Akkerman & Bakker, 
2011; Akkerman, 2011). Third space was conceptualised by Bhabha (1994), as a space for the 
interaction, negotiation, and transformation of different cultures and identities. This theoretical 
perspective challenges the notion of fixed spaces, considering them instead as constantly evolv-
ing (Soja, 2009). 

In our study the third spaces approach serves as an analytical perspective to illuminate 
instances and patterns of crossing boundaries and co-creating new forms of learning spaces 'in 
between' higher education and industry, where students integrate academic knowledge with 
practical skills. The notion of third space, while highlighting how individuals navigate a range 
of spaces, extends beyond boundary crossing and contributes to the creation of new forms of 
spaces. Operating in newly created spaces requires blending theory and practice in creative 
ways and is most effective when supported by strategies that promote and encourage a culture 
of stakeholder engagement, partnership, and collaboration (Whitchurch, 2008). These develop-
ments emphasise the significance of new interactions and collaborations within the ‘in-be-
tween’ or ‘third spaces’ of academic and practice-based learning, where students integrate ac-
ademic knowledge with practical skills. In this study, the concept of third spaces helps to en-
hance our understanding of how individuals, networks, and institutions interact and co-create 
third spaces for integrating theoretical and practical knowledge in the context of higher educa-
tion to enhance students’ learning and experiences. 

3 Methodology 
The study used a qualitative methodology, focusing on two higher education institutions in 

England selected to explore both shared and distinct approaches to enhancing graduate employ-
ability through work-integrated provision. Purposeful sampling identified universities that re-
cently updated their institutional strategies to move their programmes towards more practically 
based provision to facilitate student employability. Data collection followed a two-step ap-
proach. First, desktop and contextual research provided insights into each university and its 
local area, including regional skills and employment trends, to better understand the institu-
tional and community context. Second, empirical data were gathered through semi-structured 
interviews to examine each institution’s practical learning offerings. Interviews were conducted 
with students and university staff25F

2 including Pro-Vice-Chancellors and other members of the 
senior leadership teams, Heads of Schools, lecturers, and staff members with either university-
level or school-level professional roles, such as Employment Engagement Officers. In total, 20 
interviews were conducted across the two universities between Spring 2023 and Summer 2024. 
In this paper, we primarily focus on the views and perspectives of university staff. 

 
 

2  Further referred to as 'SL' for HE senior leaders (e.g., university leadership team, such as a vice dean) and 
'ML' for HE middle leaders (e.g., head of department). 
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Thematic content analysis was used to identify themes and sub-themes from the interview 
data using a combination of both, inductive and deductive approaches. The research was con-
ducted in accordance with British Educational Research Association’s ethical guidelines (Brit-
ish Educational Research Association, 2018) and received institutional ethical approval. 

4 Findings 
The findings indicate that integrating theoretical learning, practical experience, and em-

ployer engagement depends on co-creation and continuous movement across third spaces-
shared spaces at the intersection of higher education and work. Key stakeholders, such as uni-
versity staff, industry partners, and students, can co-create these spaces to enhance the integra-
tion of theory and practice. These third spaces allow students to experience the significance of 
crossing boundaries between academic and work-based learning, fostering unique environ-
ments for collaborative learning and co-creation. The study suggests that this distinctive learn-
ing environment is both developed and sustained through boundary-crossing, typically driven 
by three interconnected elements: (1) sustained stakeholder engagement and collaboration, (2) 
curriculum development, and (3) the integration of theory and practice. 

4.1 Sustained Stakeholder Engagement and Collaboration 
Stakeholder engagement and partnerships have emerged as crucial factors in promoting 

collaboration between academia and industry and creating spaces for integrating theory and 
practice. Our interviews reveal that the creation of a ‘third space’, as a platform for integrating 
academic knowledge with practical industry insights, is a continuous development, co-created 
by various key stakeholders, including university staff, industry representatives, and students. 
The form these third spaces take can vary, depending on the nature of the engagement, com-
munication, and new roles and responsibilities of the stakeholders involved. 

For university staff, one influential development has been the creation of new roles within 
the university and the development of existing roles to facilitate practically-based learning and 
foster students' opportunities to develop work-related skills (Emms et al., 2024). The creation 
of new roles included developing entirely new positions at the university and departmental lev-
els, dedicated to improving graduate employability and strengthening links with industry, thus 
bridging the gap between industry and academia. Expanding existing staff roles to include re-
sponsibilities related to the work-readiness of graduates and ensuring work-related provision 
has also been cited as an emerging trend. Through these developments, the role of academic 
staff goes beyond what may be considered the traditional academic role to include new respon-
sibilities that bridge the gap between theoretical and practical learning and facilitate connec-
tions with employers, thus contributing to the co-construction of third spaces of learning. One 
example relates to curriculum development, i.e., ensuring the curriculum is contextualised to 
meet the demands of the workplace (e.g., through modifying assessments and initiating em-
ployer-led projects) (Emms et al., 2024). 

Employer engagement has been cited as another important element in crossing the bound-
aries between academia and industry. Examples include internships, industry involvement in 
curriculum design, providing placements, work experience, project work for students, and par-
ticipation in career fairs and employer-led presentations. Such opportunities for employer en-
gagement create spaces where students can learn about industry and ‘get a greater [sense(?)] 
of how an employer functions and the type of work and opportunities that are there for them’ 
(ML, U1). 

However, developing sustainable relationships with industry has emerged as both an op-
portunity and a challenge, acknowledged by both universities. Communication and collabora-
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tion with industry partners have been identified as essential in this process. Strengthening em-
ployer engagement and fostering sustainable relationships has been described as a multidimen-
sional process involving establishing new contacts with employers while also drawing on pre-
viously developed collaborations. As described by one member of staff, the ’first port of call 
was to make the contacts that I needed to make within the university to ensure I had the right 
connections’ (ML, U1). In doing so, he noted that he drew on his own previous collaborations 
and contacts, developed while working in a non-academic sector during his prior employment. 

This process has been described as somewhat patchy and often lacking sustainability and 
consistency in the approach to employer engagement. Members of staff across different depart-
ments may contact the same employers somewhat randomly, which has been described as: ‘The 
danger is that we all have the potential to knock on the same employer's door at the same time 
on a particular day’ (ML, U1). The lack of central coordination in terms of industry engage-
ment has been highlighted as one of the challenges to address: 

So we don’t have, at the moment, oversight of everybody's activity. The university is 
a big place. Quite often, you may get approached by people you’ve spoken to before. 
Or you start the conversation with, ‘Have you had any contact previously with the 
university?’ But there’s no central database for employers that everybody involved in 
employer engagement is using. There are plans to correct that, but we’re in a situation 
where that’s not the case at the moment (ML, U1). 

This lack of coordination may result in ‘losing many opportunities to build relationships’ 
(ML, U2) with industries. When staff members rely on their personal contacts with industries, 
these collaborations have been recognized as ‘not always sustainable,’ often disappearing when 
staff members move to other roles: 

We had lots of transactional engagements as a university where individual academics 
had built a relationship with a company around a specific project. But once that project 
was over, the academic moved on to the next project and partnership (Senior Leader 
(SL), U1). 

To address this, strategies have focused on finding ways to sustain industry partnerships 
with academia, particularly through creating sustainable ‘third spaces’ that bring together aca-
demia and industry. 

4.2 Curriculum Development and the Integration of Theory and Practice 
Ensuring that the university curriculum is fit for purpose in developing students' employa-

bility and industry awareness has been an important element of curriculum development and 
(re) design across both universities. The process of curriculum development aims to emphasise 
the significance of industry collaboration and facilitate both students and university staff in 
crossing boundaries between working and learning, theory and practice, and industry and aca-
demia. In this context, the key question, as put forward by a senior leader at University 1, is: 
‘What do my students need to learn from this subject and apply in the world?’ (SL, U1). It is 
important to highlight, that the development of a practically-based curriculum does not under-
mine the significance of disciplinary (theoretical) knowledge. Subject-specific knowledge re-
mains a crucial foundation in the context of higher education, as ‘there is an element of theory 
behind everything’ (SL, U1). The curriculum is ‘being built around students’, with a balanced 
focus on both theoretical and practical knowledge to foster students' employability and career 
development. However, there is growing importance in ensuring the curriculum is designed in 
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such a way that emphasises the shift from merely acquiring theoretical knowledge to under-
standing how it can be effectively applied in real-world contexts. As noted by one of the re-
spondents: 

One needs to know physics, you just need to know it. You can't avoid it. That's fine. 
You need to know it because it informs all else. However, the means of that dissemi-
nation, and the means and the purposes of that have radically changed and are radically 
changing such that having that knowledge is not the endpoint. The endpoint is how to 
activate it in a real-world setting (SL, U1). 

The innovation in curriculum development has been described as designing it with an 
‘outward-facing’ orientation, emphasizing its strong connection to the real-life de-
mands of particular industries. This demand-led approach aims to ensure that course 
design is aligned with labour market needs, with an emphasis on local industries: 

So the way I would describe our curriculum where it works best, is outward facing. So 
there is always connection with the outside world. It isn't a knowledge for knowledge 
sake again. It is demand-led, so that the course has come about via an element of mar-
ket analysis which includes both ends of the pipeline-both the student demand for that 
kind of course. But also the employer demand or the jobs market demand, or the pro-
fessional landscape demand for that kind of skill set (SL, U1). 

The aim of this strategy is twofold: to equip students with relevant academic and work-
related knowledge and skills, while also developing sustainable relationships between higher 
education and employers through the ‘demand-led curriculum’ design and implementation. 

4.3 The Integration of Theory and Practice 
Crossing boundaries and creating new forms of learning spaces ‘in between’ higher edu-

cation and industry provide opportunities for the integration of academic knowledge with prac-
tical skills. Stakeholder communication and collaboration with university staff, as well as cur-
riculum redesign, have been consistently identified as crucial aspects in facilitating boundary-
crossing between academia and industry. Our interviews suggest that ‘third spaces,’ which pro-
mote the integration of academic and practical knowledge, are not only constructed but also co-
constructed through the collaboration of key stakeholders, including university staff, industry 
representatives, and students. Such spaces can take different forms, including specific activities 
or events (e.g., work experiences), networking opportunities, instances of informal and formal 
learning in the classroom, and engagement in work-related projects. 

In fields such as business studies and law, for example.  practical learning is embedded 
through initiatives like running a pro bono clinic. This allows students to engage directly with 
real-life cases, offering services to the wider public and gaining invaluable insights into profes-
sional practice. As one senior leader at University 1 explained, this type of engagement provides 
students with ‘real-life experience through real-life cases, working with the wider [city] public’. 
Examples from other disciplines include instances of creating third spaces for engagement with 
industries through project-based collaboration with SMEs. Dance students, for instance, work 
alongside local production companies to create professional performances. In addition, simula-
tions have been used to emulate workplace environment in both universities (e.g. medical fa-
cility for the training of nurses). Such spaces for integration working and learning enables the 
students to engage with the realities of the workplace and industries. The third spaces offer safe 
environments in which students can practice what they have learnt in the classroom in an active 
and collaborative manner.  Support from the staff members is an important component in 
providing affordances for students to bridge this gap between their studies and employment 
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through both the management of these third spaces, and through their development of employer 
relationships (Emms et al., 2024). 

5 Conclusions 
In our study, the third spaces approach serves as an analytical perspective to illuminate 

instances and patterns of boundary crossing and the co-creation of new learning spaces 'in be-
tween' higher education and industry, where students integrate academic knowledge with prac-
tical skills.   The notion of third space not only highlights how individuals navigate a range of 
spaces but also extends beyond mere boundary crossing, contributing to the creation of new 
forms of space as well as fostering the potential for growth and shared objectives. The specific 
contribution to knowledge of the paper is in exploring the potential and role of ‘third spaces’ in 
considering how universities develop and sustain unique learning environments that link higher 
education and industry while transitioning their academic provision towards a more work-re-
lated focus. 

Our data indicates that both universities are increasingly designing learning environments 
that combine academic rigor with real-world industry application, breaking traditional barriers 
between learning and working spaces. These environments, conceptualised as third spaces, 
blend formal education settings with more informal, dynamic contexts where students can in-
teract with industry professionals. Third spaces are not only physical but also conceptual, of-
fering students the opportunity to navigate diverse environments where academic knowledge 
and practical industry skills intersect. Through partnerships with industries, universities inte-
grate work-related learning into their curricula, providing students with opportunities to engage 
directly with real-world problems. 

To sustain these environments, universities build long-term partnerships with industries, 
ensuring that both educational and professional needs are met. Employers contribute to curric-
ulum design, offer internships, and real-world case studies, thus ensuring that the learning ex-
periences remain relevant and adaptable to industry trends. These collaborations also allow 
universities to remain flexible, constantly reflecting on their academic programmes. Overall, 
our findings indicate that all key stakeholders, such as university staff, industry representatives, 
and students, are continuously contributing to the co-creation of multiple third spaces, which 
represent new forms of spaces that bridge academic and practical (work-related) dimensions. 
This requires an enabling learning environment which is considered as the core to develop 
work-ready graduates. 

This study has certain limitations, particularly regarding the relatively small number of 
interviews conducted and the focus on only two universities. As the interviews were limited to 
university staff and students, the findings primarily reflect the perspectives of these two stake-
holder groups. Including additional voices, such as those of employers and alumni could offer 
a more comprehensive understanding of the topic and help to triangulate the insights presented 
here. However, efforts were made to ensure diversity within the sample: staff and students in-
terviews spanned a wide range of academic disciplines and professional services and included 
individuals at varying levels of seniority across both institutions. 
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Abstract 
Context: Long-term unemployed women with impairments living alone are highly vulnerable 
in terms of employment, social participation and health. Nowadays, employment services ex-
panded their services towards health and vocational rehabilitation as impairments are quite 
common among long-term unemployed women living alone. 
Approach: As part of a pilot project the target group is offered regular coaching about health 
goals, prevention programmes and final job placement. Quantitative standardised surveys are 
carried out that allow pre-post interference analyses of the project’s outcome regarding health 
and employability skills related to techniques of self-preservation of companies.  
Findings: Participants improved their physical and mental work ability. Also, they improved 
significantly communication and social participation. Furthermore, impact regarding time hab-
itus and task execution remains unclear. 
Conclusions: The pilot project has an impact on the employability of the participants and 
strengthens their employability, which can facilitate professional inclusion and have an impact 
on society through the implementation of diversity measures. Nevertheless, the participants still 
have difficulties in coping with factual and temporal self-preservation measures of companies, 
which contradict the companies' risk-minimising procedures and therefore block the partici-
pants' access to the companies. 

Keywords  
women, impairment, living alone, employability, institutional programme 

1 Intersectionality of Gender and Disability in European Discourse 

The problem persists partly because of a lack of coverage in the academic literature, 
as well as insufficient data to further demonstrate and reveal the obstacles women with 
disabilities face in the employment market, even more than men with disabilities. Even 
in the current initiative of the Disability Employment Package, as rightly noted by the 
European Disability Forum, ‘it is worrying that the gender perspective and the inter-
sectionality of gender and disability has not been included’. (Atanasova, 2023, p. 8) 

Employment services are crucial for women living alone to enter the labour market as well 
as to find vocational training opportunities and guidance. Women living alone often relay on 
institutions due to a lack of social contacts, income and vocational education. At the same time, 
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those institutions are important to the implementation of governmental measures to ensure a 
sufficient labour supply. Nowadays, impairments are quite common among women living 
alone, such as increased psychological stress or more chronic or long-term illnesses, which 
more often lead to early retirement for women (BZgA, 2022). This is why the German employ-
ment service has expanded its services towards health and vocational rehabilitation in a new 
institutional programme called "bergauf". 

The central research question is therefore what occupational effects the pilot project under 
investigation has on the employability of women with impairments who live alone and are long-
term unemployed. 

1.1 Women Living Alone: An Overlooked Target Group 
Women living alone have been marginalised in scientific discourse in recent years 

(DESTATIS, 2024; LIGA, 2015), although data collected through surveys and interviews as 
part of the presented pilot project (bergauf, 2024) point to social, economic, educational and 
health-related challenges in the constantly growing group of eight million women living alone 
in Germany today (DESTATIS, 2024). Women living alone in particular have smaller social 
networks, which usually consist of a maximum of two people (67%, n=84, bergauf) and dimin-
ish with long-term unemployment due to a lack of economic resources for social participation. 
This not only limits social participation, but also diminishes social capital, which represents a 
form of security (LIGA, 2015). Furthermore, most women living alone only have a financial 
income of up to 1500 euros per month (DESTATIS, 2024), which makes them particularly 
vulnerable in times of unemployment. In addition to lower incomes, women living alone face 
a decline in full-time employment opportunities and, in East Germany, in educational opportu-
nities too, although vocational training was common for women living alone during the socialist 
era (DESTATIS, 2012). In addition, women living alone are very often dissatisfied with their 
health regardless of actual physical or mental health problems (Güther et al., 2004). When im-
pairments occur, they are more likely to face mental health issues (71%, n=41, bergauf) that 
affect not only physical performance, but also time management and social interactions, two 
cornerstones of employment. 

1.2 Specialized Institutional Services are Widley Accepted 
Even though long-term unemployed women living alone generally do not accept the Ger-

man unemployment service, they are dependent on the monthly payments and are therefore 
prepared to enter into an unhappy marriage between themselves and the institution (LIGA, 
2015). The situation is different for long-term unemployed women with impairments living 
alone, provided that the offer is not only geared towards employment (78%, n=129, bergauf), 
but also offers self-selected (97%, n=135, bergauf) social interaction programmes (75%, 
 n=134, bergauf) and health services (96%, n=133, bergauf). Therefore, programmes that 
offer achievable health (78%, n=46, bergauf) and social (82%, n=46, bergauf) goals are more 
interesting to participants than employability opportunities (66%, n=44, bergauf), even if they 
are provided by services that provide labour supply. In addition, especially gender-segregated 
services are more attractive to women as they offer interactions with other women, women’s 
health services and counselling. 

2 Companies, Their Accessibility and Employability Skills 
The success of women with impairments in securing employment depends not only on their 

own skills and capabilities but also on their ability to align with the organisational structures 
and requirements of potential employers. This requires that employees meet the social, temporal 
and factual demands of the organisation. 
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Organisations, including companies (Meyer, 1994), rely on membership and recognition 
rules to define who is included and excluded from their internal structures. This distinction 
ensures the persistence of the organisation by marking the boundaries between members and 
non-members. For women with impairments, navigating these boundaries and aligning with the 
organisation's criteria can be a significant challenge, as they often do not meet the desired cri-
teria, especially since companies increasingly prioritize risk-minimizing strategies to ensure 
their continued existence. 

Social systems, such as companies, strive for internal stability while remaining adaptable 
to external pressures. They achieve this by developing structures along factual, temporal, and 
social dimensions. 

2.1 Factual Dimension 
To this end, the factual dimension determines how the complexity of a social system can 

be reduced by defining tolerated factual issues (Meyer, 1994) and introducing rules for the 
acquisition and distribution of resources. In this way, target programmes can regulate which 
topics are of interest to organisations at all. However, conditional programmes also increase the 
persistence of organisations, as they establish fixed processes. The same applies to vacant po-
sitions, as the position outlasts the person carrying it out and is linked to a fixed, enduring 
programme, which thus preserves the connectivity of the position in the organisation. On the 
other hand, there can also be an increase in environmental relationships, for example in com-
panies that want to win over different markets. 

In organisations that are only weakly goal-structured, so-called secondary variance-in-
creasing decision criteria can also be identified, whereby the internal orientation is no longer 
chosen by the organisation itself but is determined externally, e.g. by the market. Likewise, this 
external influence experienced by the organisation can also be processed internally on an ad 
hoc basis, resulting in individual decisions within the organisation that are rich in variants. Due 
to the associated low-level capability of standardisation, expert knowledge, project orientation 
and decentralisation are of great importance in such adhocracies, as is the independent over-
coming of boundaries. 

2.2 Time Dimension 
The time dimension can reduce the complexity of the social system through temporal hier-

archisation (Meyer, 1994) by establishing sequential processes and structures. Here, fixed dates 
and deadlines are useful for bringing together results from processes based on the division of 
labour, thus ensuring stability even in the case of ambiguities and diffuse goals. Furthermore, 
projects serve to ensure persistence through their time limits, as they do not automatically 
change the processes of the overall organisation after completion despite their own new internal 
project organisational structures. Fixed time-dependent budgets also support the maintenance 
of the organisation by making effects predictable over time. However, in order to ensure stabil-
ity over individual time periods, organisations can establish formal procedures such as regular 
conferences or jour fixe meetings. Reducing the duration of processes can also reduce risks, as 
the effects of individual processes on the organisation as a whole are reviewed more frequently. 

At the same time, timelines and budgets can also be designed to be variable so that, on the 
one hand, it is possible to react to coincidences and, on the other hand, sustainability beyond 
deadlines is made possible. Objectives can also be renegotiated so that the level of requirements 
and staffing can be adjusted, thus maintaining the organisation's diversity. Overall, the time 
dimension is realised through the establishment of time habitus, which must be learned. 
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2.3 Social Dimension 
The social dimension can be used to reduce the complexity of an organisational structure 

through coordinated action (Meyer, 1994) by establishing functional social subsystems through 
internal differentiation. In this way, the definition of communication channels can establish a 
framework security that allows results to be expected. Similarly, the people present in the or-
ganisation, due to their habitualisations and orientations, can contribute to making actions ex-
pectable among the members of the organisation. Loyalty ties between members and the organ-
isation or management as well as high peer pressure also contribute to increased stability and a 
culture of strong collective norms that secure the basis for consensus. However, despite all 
persistence, the use of symbolically generalised media - e.g. money and power - always main-
tains a minimum degree of variety. Thus, interactions change with power relations and shifts in 
budgets.  

Functional internal differentiation, as the most important contribution in the social dimen-
sion, also acts to increase variety, as the formation of individual subsystems that take on specific 
tasks increases the complexity of the overall system. Furthermore, organisational members can 
increase variety through a behavioural style that supports functional differentiation if, for ex-
ample, they have the ability to adapt to changing role expectations. Bypassing fixed communi-
cation channels also increases variety, although this must be based on reciprocity within organ-
isations so that the deviating interactions remain compatible. In addition, the renunciation of a 
general definition of programmes and communication channels can also increase variety so that 
action can be taken according to the situation. However, this strategy only seems conceivable 
in the case of strong dependence on, for example, individual clients, as otherwise there is a risk 
that the organisation will dissolve itself due to internal rifts. Since every organised social system 
is based on ritualised cooperation and the division of tasks, it is necessary for the members of 
the organisation to have social skills. 

3 Methodology 
In 2017, the Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs presented the federal rehapro 

programme - a nationwide initiative with the aim of testing innovative services and organisa-
tional measures to maintain or restore the earning capacity of people with health impairments 
(rehapro, 2023). The job centres of the independent cities of Wuppertal, Solingen and Rem-
scheid applied with a concept that is characterised by its focus on the specific and previously 
largely ignored target group of long-term unemployed (12+ months) women with health im-
pairments living alone. The aim of this pilot project named "bergauf" is to provide successful 
services for the target group and to generate an empirical basis for the target group itself (ber-
gauf, 2024).  

Firstly, a broad concept of impairment is chosen that is not limited to (severe) disabilities 
(AktionMensch, 2021). Furthermore, the definition of the single benefits community is used 
for the purposes of the job centres in order to assign them to the category living alone. 

The project follows a phase model that starts with 
 

1. diagnostics with subsequent discussion of support goals, 
2. prevention programmes and participation in rehabilitation, and 
3. final job placement with work-promoting occupational therapy. 

 
Participants are encouraged to actively shape their own strategies over the course of the 

three-year project, to initiate the transition to the next phase themselves and to approach the 
project's health counsellors independently. The health offers provided by the project are devel-
oped exclusively for the participants by the counselling health coaches following a request from 
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the participants. On the one hand, the focus is always on women's life situations and on the 
other hand, the effects of impairment are always taken into account. There is also an additional 
focus on living alone during long-term unemployment. Participation in all programmes remains 
voluntary and free of sanctions. 

As part of the pilot project, quantitative surveys are carried out that allow not only descrip-
tive analyses but also the calculation of key figures and interference analyses. The research 
design is structured in phases, so that in addition to an initial survey in the first four months of 
participation, there is also a first follow-up survey after six to eleven months and a second after 
twelve to fourteen months with a smaller sample size due to drop-outs. There is no selection of 
participants and participation in the surveys is voluntary throughout. 

The initial survey and second follow-up survey include items according to the standardised 
instruments German Health Update (RKI, 2017) and European Health Literacy Questionnaire 
(Jordan & Hoebel, 2015) as well as medical diagnostics. Additionally, the first and second fol-
low-up survey include five identically Likert-scale (disagree - tend to disagree - tend to agree - 
agree) items regarding health counselling. The following hypothesis were tested: 

 
• The participants health situation improved after 14 months (descriptive statistics). 
• The participants are able to ensure expectable workflows in the factual dimension after 14 

months (interference analysis). 
• The participants are able to ensure expectable processes in terms of time after 14 months 

(inference analysis) 
• After 14 months, the participants are able to ensure expected behaviour in interaction with 

others (interference analysis). 
 
The findings for hypothesis 1 are based on descriptive pre-post analysis of the same par-

ticipants using four items from the German Health Update and five medical diagnostic items. 
Findings for hypothesis 2 are based on paired t-tests of two European Health Literacy 

Questionnaire items, two items from the German Health Update and one item referring to coun-
selling. 

To test hypothesis 3, five items from the German Health Update and two items referring to 
counselling were used in paired t-tests. 

To address hypothesis 4, paired t-tests were used on six European Health Literacy Ques-
tionnaire items, two items from the German Health Update and two items referring to counsel-
ling. 

4 Findings 

4.1 Outcomes of the Institutional Programme 
In the first 14 months of the programme, long-term unemployed women with impairments 

living alone benefited physically, as the preventive recommendations on nutrition (-6.8%, 
n=74) and addiction decreased (-4.5%, n=74) and fewer urinary findings occurred (-17.6%, 
n=34). In addition, physical activity increased (+24%, n=75). Many participants were also able 
to improve their mental state, as fewer participants were “so depressed that no one could cheer 
them up” (-12%, n=75) and more participants were able to find psychotherapists (+11.4%, 
n=79). The participants' ability to work increased both generally (+32.5%, n=77) and physically 
(+6.5%, n=77), while more participants sought medical advice about their professional situation 
(+3.8%, n=79). 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 318 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

4.2 Progress in Meeting the Requirements of Companies with Regard to the Factual Di-
mension 
Participants were not only able to perform more activities (improvement, Cohen d=0.17, 

n=74, not significant: n.s.), but were also better able to judge whether the information presented 
in the media about health risks was trustworthy (improvement, d=0.59, n=7, n.s.), while the 
coaches helped them to achieve personal goals (small decrease at a high level, d=0.06, n=22, 
n.s.). However, participants had more difficulties in finally executing tasks (decrease, d=0.14, 
n=73, n.s.) and in following medical instructions (decrease, d=0.04, n=27, n.s.). 

4.3 Progress in Meeting the Requirements of Companies with Regard to the Time Dimen-
sion 
Psychologically, the participants were able to stay active longer than usual (improvement, 

d=0.05, n=74, n.s.) and complete more tasks than they wanted to (improvement, d=0.10, n=72, 
n.s.). In addition, pain interfered less with activities in the four weeks prior to the test (improve-
ment, d=0.10, n=75, n.s.). Meanwhile, regular contact (slight decrease at a high level, d=0.15, 
n=23, n.s.) and accessibility (slight decrease at a high level, d=0.21, n=23, n.s.) of the coaches 
remained the same. At the same time, although contradictory, from a physical perspective, 
fewer participants were able to be active for as long as usual (decrease, d=0.25, n=74, signifi-
cant 0.05) and to complete the tasks they had planned (decrease, d=0.10, n=73, n.s.). 

4.4 Progress in Meeting the Requirements of Companies with Regard to the Social Di-
mension 
Social participation improved, as the health restrictions affected social contacts less fre-

quently (improvement, d=0.32, n=67, significant 0.05) and to a lesser extent (improvement, 
d=0.25, n=75, significant 0.05). Participants also communicated better with doctors (improve-
ment, d=0.14, n=24, n.s.), understood better health advice in the family (improvement, d=0.05, 
n=22, n.s.), health warnings (improvement, d=0.41, n=6, n.s.) and information in the media on 
how to improve health (improvement, d=0.08, n=23, n.s.). In addition, in their perception, coun-
selling supports participants well (improvement at an already high level, d=0.09, n=22, n.s.) 
and helps them to manage their health tasks (improvement at an already high level, d=0.58, 
n=21, n.s.). However, participants do not understand the doctor's prescriptions better (constant, 
d=0.00, n=28, n.s.) and have difficulties in finding professional medical help (decrease, d=0.05, 
n=29, n.s.). 

4.5 Holistic Approach Towards Employability of Women with Impairments Living Alone 
The institutional programme approach supports the target group in a variety of ways in 

independently achieving the ability to (re)produce professional performance, at least temporar-
ily, despite prevailing and accompanying circumstances or after setbacks. They benefit from a 
holistic approach on a health, social and professional level, particularly because complex chal-
lenges in the areas of life counselling and social security are interwoven with physical and 
mental challenges and professional expectations. Furthermore, the target group benefits from 
the voluntary nature of participation and the choice of services used. The participants not only 
improve their mental and physical health but also their health-related ability to work. 

Furthermore, the pilot project led to a significant improvement in communication, as health 
restrictions affect communication much less frequently and to a lesser extent. The participants 
are therefore experiencing a level of communication that enables the results to be expected by 
themselves, by others and by potential future coworkers. In addition, the participants also 
changed their habits when completing tasks by now approaching previously unknown people. 
The participants' new habits can help to make their actions expectable, which also applies 
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among colleagues. However, the participants experience that functional differentiation does not 
always strengthen the social organisation of people because the participants struggle to find the 
specific subsystem they can rely on in the complexity of the overall systems. Consequently, 
they do not experience the strength of functional differentiation, which is the most important 
contribution to the social dimension of companies. Moreover, participants do not improve their 
ability to understand instructions, so regular communication channels may not work, and par-
ticipants have to find workarounds. However, this must be reciprocal within the organisations 
so that the divergent interactions remain compatible. 

In addition, the participants improved their time habitus, as they are psychologically and 
due to less pain more capable to achieve goals on time, which strengthens the division of labour 
in the companies. Participants also adhered to formal timelines due to regular contact, which 
increases process reliability in companies. In addition, the participants are able to complete 
more tasks than they had expected due to their improved psychological condition, which ena-
bles them to react better to business coincidences. At the same time, however, participants have 
to renegotiate their tasks as their bodies make it difficult for them to keep up with the workload. 

In addition, participants may find it more difficult to follow target programmes because 
they have difficulty following instructions and completing tasks. However, they may become 
conditioned and thus develop fixed routines if they are supported in completing tasks and 
achieving goals. Also, although jobs are tied to a fixed permanent programme, participants 
might now take on a wider variety of positions rather than just certain jobs. Additionally, par-
ticipants may have improved their judgement, leading to better decision making based on a 
better assessment of the situation, which in turn strengthens the company. 

Given the improvement in the participants' physical and mental working capacity and the 
significant improvement in social participation, the pilot project has an impact on the employ-
ability of the participants and strengthens their employability, which can facilitate professional 
inclusion and have an impact on society through the implementation of diversity measures. 
Nevertheless, the participants still have difficulties in coping with the factual and temporal re-
dundancy measures of the companies, which contradict risk-minimising procedures and there-
fore block the participants' access to the companies. 

5 Conclusions  
In summary, the findings highlight the need for institutional programmes to adopt a holis-

tic, flexible, and inclusive approach that addresses individuals' health, social, and professional 
needs. These programmes empower participants, particularly those from vulnerable groups like 
those with chronic illnesses, minorities, and elderly workers, by promoting autonomy and ser-
vice choice, ultimately improving work-related abilities. Key elements such as adaptable or-
ganisational structures, expactable communication, and task flexibility are crucial for maintain-
ing productivity, especially for those returning to work or facing health challenges. Diversity 
and inclusion measures are also essential in enhancing the employability and decision-making 
skills of marginalised groups. However, participants face challenges in navigating complex or-
ganisational systems, often lacking clear support subsystems and struggling to understand in-
structions, which may require alternative communication methods. While communication is 
important, organisations must work to ensure compatibility between divergent interactions. De-
spite improvements, organisational barriers remain, particularly in balancing risk-minimizing 
procedures with stability measures, which can limit participants' access to opportunities. Con-
tinued adaptation and flexibility in organisational practices are necessary to create more inclu-
sive and productive environments, helping individuals overcome barriers and thrive in the 
workforce. 
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Abstract 
Context: Developing sustainable financing systems for Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) in developing countries is challenging due to demographic growth, pov-
erty, and limited public funding. Dualized Vocational Education and Training (VET) models 
offer a potential solution by sharing training costs between the state and the private sector. 
However, empirical research on the cost-benefit structure of dualized VET for companies in 
developing countries remains scarce, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa. This study examines 
the challenges and adaptations required for conducting cost-benefit analyses of dualized VET 
in such contexts. 
Approach: The study is based on research conducted in Côte d’Ivoire, where dualized VET has 
been recently introduced. It employs a mixed-methods approach, including literature review, 
semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders, and cost-benefit analysis using both projec-
tion and simulation methods. The study adapts methodologies from industrialized countries to 
account for the informal economy, differences in training models, and data availability con-
straints. 
Findings: The results highlight significant methodological challenges in transferring cost-ben-
efit analysis models from Europe to developing countries. Key factors include the informal 
nature of many businesses, variations in VET structures, and limited wage and employment 
data. Different methodological solutions are presented. 
Conclusions: Cost-benefit analyses are crucial for informing VET policies in developing coun-
tries, but methodologies must be adapted to local economic and institutional contexts. This 
study contributes to methodological discussions by refining projection and simulation ap-
proaches for cost-benefit analysis in the context of a French-speaking Western African country. 

Keywords 
financing of VET, cost-benefit analysis, dualized VET, developing countries 

1 Context 
Developing sustainable systems for financing TVET in developing countries is a huge chal-

lenge. Demographic growth combined with persisting high levels of poverty, limited public 
spendings and decreasing flows of official development assistance are strong arguments to re-
form existing systems in order to increase the contribution of the private sector to financing 
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skills development. In this context, dualized VET models carry the promise of sharing the costs 
of training mainly between the state and the private sector, opening up an avenue for young 
people to develop marketable skills in a context where most of them cannot afford high tuition 
fees (Jäger, 2016). While expectations are high, there is still little published empirical research 
done on the actual cost and benefit structure of dualized TVET for the private sector in devel-
oping countries, even though it is considered key for establishing sustainable dual VET struc-
tures (Asghar et al, 2016). Published cost-benefit studies have mainly been conducted in Europe 
or have transferred the methodologies developed in Europe to emerging economies such as the 
Philippines and Vietnam (Hauschildt, 2018; DC dVET, 2016). In Sub-Sahara Africa until now, 
while there are many countries introducing or already implementing dualized VET schemes, 
the number of (published) cost-benefit studies is still limited. Publicly accessible documents, 
which are usually reports on donor-funded apprenticeship schemes, provide some evidence on 
costs and benefits of companies’ participation in skills development, but theoretical and meth-
odological aspects are usually not critically reflected. This paper, which is based on the authors’ 
experience in an ongoing study conducted in the context of development cooperation, examines 
the challenges and possible solutions to transfer and adapt existing methodological approaches 
to cost-benefit analysis to the context of developing countries. After reviewing and discussing 
the transferability of different approaches based on the literature, we will report on the experi-
ence of implementing our research design in the context of a French-speaking West-African 
country. The aim is to answer the following research question: What are adequate methods for 
performing a cost-benefit analysis for dualized VET in the context of a developing country in 
Sub-Sahara Africa? 

2 Conceptual Framework: Defining Costs and Benefits in the Context of Developing 
Countries 
At least three challenges must be addressed when considering the transfer of concepts and 

methods for cost-benefit analysis from industrialised countries to developing countries, more 
specifically to Sub-Sahara Africa. The first challenge lies in the specificity of the economic 
structure, namely the existence of a large informal sector. The informal sector, which typically 
consists of small and micro enterprises operating without being regulated by the government, 
provides more than 60% of total employment and contributes more than a third of gross domes-
tic product on average in Sub-Sahara African countries (Ohnsorge & Yu, 2022, p. 234). 
Bookkeeping is non-existent or rudimentary in the informal sector. Employment relations are 
usually not formalized and atypical employment forms (e.g. contributing family work) requires 
a broader perspective on remuneration. In addition, ethnographic studies reveal that recruitment 
and other human resource management decisions may not primarily follow a logic of maxim-
izing material gains or minimizing transaction costs but are “more about the reinforcement of 
a tradition and an organizational culture” (Tidjani & Simen, 2014, p. 127). As a result, mone-
tarising costs and benefits can prove even more challenging than in the context of industrialised 
countries, raising the question as to how cost-benefit analysis should be complemented by an 
analysis of motivations and non-monetary obstacles and advantages to participation in dualized 
VET. 

A second challenge relates to the model of dualized VET implemented in developing coun-
tries, that differ significantly from the models existing for instance in Germany or Switzerland. 
These differences also have implications for the cost structures. The present study examines a 
dualized VET arrangement in which learners are enrolled as students in VET schools, with parts 
of the curriculum being delivered in a work-based setting in companies. This system differs 
from traditional apprenticeships also existing in the same country, where learners are affiliated 
to a company in which they learn on the job without formal curriculum. The recent introduction 
of dualized VET and the parallel existence of a different type of apprenticeship raise questions 
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regarding the quality of work-based training. Cost-benefit surveys should therefore be comple-
mented by contextual data in order to avoid misinterpretations of positive results, which could 
for instance be linked to a poor quality of training and/or the exploitation of trainees as cheap 
labour. 

A third challenge lies in the limited availability of data, including official statistics, even 
in relation to the formal sector. This constrains the operationalisation of the cost and benefit 
concepts but also raises challenges for sampling. When not enough companies are engaged in 
dualized VET for certain branches, a simulative approach based solely on official statistics and 
document analysis is difficult or impossible to implement. Empirical data collection is needed 
not only to calculate hiring costs, but also to gather some information on salaries. 

The definition of costs and benefits for enterprises participating in dualized VET usually 
include the following elements (Muehlmann & Wolter, 2014): 

 
- Costs: personal costs for the trainees, costs for the trainers, physical costs (e.g. training 

materials, consumables etc.). 
- Benefits: productive contributions of the trainees (short-term) and long-term benefits for 

the company (e.g. recruitment costs, costs in hiring, costs in orientation of new employees, 
productivity difference between internally and externally recruited employees). 
 
Based on experiences in South Africa, it seems necessary to adapt the definitions to the 

context of the country under scrutiny. For instance, the costs should also include administration 
costs induced by formal requirements for participation in the dualized VET (Hauschildt, 2018, 
p. 9). 

3 Methodological Design 
The present study is being conducted in Côte d’Ivoire, which can be considered an inter-

esting case because of the similarities of its VET system with VET systems in other French-
speaking countries in Western Africa (Maurer & Gonon, 2014, p. 21). In that country, like in 
Madagascar, Senegal or Benin for instance, dualized VET is an innovative approach within the 
context of a centralised and mainly school-based VET system. In order to develop adequate 
data collection instruments, a first step of the study thus included five exploratory semi-struc-
tured interviews with key stakeholders, alongside a document analysis. Interviews were con-
ducted in January 2025 with three representatives of the private sector (two umbrella organisa-
tions of employers’ associations and one sectoral business association), representatives of the 
VET Ministry and representatives from the National Training Fund. The interviews aimed es-
pecially at understanding the extent of actual implementation of current legislation on dualized 
VET and its financing mechanisms, exploring the main motivations and barriers for participa-
tion in dualized VET from the point of view of companies, and characterizing the main target 
group of dualized VET among the private sector. 

As costs and benefits of dualized VET vary between occupations (Wenzelmann & Schön-
feld, 2022), the study is focused on five occupations selected on the basis of three main criteria: 
the implementation stage of dualized VET, the existence of a sufficiently large number of com-
panies in need of skilled workers, and a mix between industrial and services occupations to find 
out whether the dualized approach fits for different economic sectors. As result, the following 
training programmes were selected: automotive repair, cooking, heavy construction, refrigera-
tion and air conditioning, accountancy. The original evaluation method for cost-benefit anal-
yses for companies in dual VET was developed in Germany and Switzerland. To make use of 
it also in other contexts, where the VET systems do not fully correspond to the classic type of 
dual VET, and including in cases where dual VET is not yet fully established, it has been 
adapted and developed into a simulation and a projection method (DC dVET, 2021). For the 
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purpose of this study, further adaptations of the method to the local context had to be made after 
the exploratory phase. These adaptations are presented and discussed in the following section. 

4 Results 

4.1 Dualized VET in Côte d’Ivoire: Context Information and Methodological Implica-
tions 
Dualized VET has been officially introduced in Côte d’Ivoire through the Decree 2023-

773 from 28 September 2023. It stipulates a share of 40% of in-class training and 60% of en-
terprise-based training. Trainees are enrolled in the programme as students (“sous statut sco-
laire”), they are not employed as apprentices by the company. Interviewees reported that until 
now, it is common practice among schools to assign students to companies based mainly on 
practical considerations (e.g. minimizing transportation between the place of living and the 
company). Companies have no obligation to remunerate their trainees. In practice, however, 
they often provide them with financial assistance for transportation costs and in some cases also 
with free meals and financial compensation. This form of dualized VET implies that the costs 
incurred by companies are significantly lower than in dual VET systems found for instance in 
Germany or Switzerland. The most important costs, according to the exploratory interviews, 
are thus the equipment and training materials as well as the time invested by in-company train-
ers. Until now, companies do not benefit from any financial support or tax exemption from the 
State to compensate for these costs. Training duration is an important factor affecting the cost-
benefit ratio (Mühlemann & Wolter, 2019). Ideally the training duration should be agreed upon 
by all stakeholders, including also the private sector. In this case, however, it was determined 
by the State for those occupations already trained in the dualized model. For the other occupa-
tions, the training duration can be varied to simulate different scenarios. All these specificities 
must be taken into account when transferring methods for cost-benefit studies developed in 
Germany or Switzerland and when interpreting results. For instance, the motivation and thus 
the amount of time and efforts invested by the companies in training may be affected by the 
fact that they do not choose and do not pay the students in dualized VET. Especially, there is a 
risk that trainees are merely considered as “cheap labour” to perform tasks, which otherwise 
would be affected to unskilled workers – in this case, a positive cost/benefit ratio would need 
to be critically assessed against information on training quality. 

While the decree on dualized VET is still very new in Côte d’Ivoire, the country looks back 
on different projects, which piloted forms of dualized VET in the past. While the approach was 
not institutionalized at the time, some training programmes were reconducted by participating 
schools and companies. As a result, some of the companies participating today in dualized VET 
already have experiences in training young people in similar settings. In addition, companies 
may have apprentices or provide internships for school-based training schemes. Estimates from 
such companies concerning for instance the productivity of trainees compared to skilled work-
ers, or the time invested in training by the in-company trainers, can be used to support projec-
tions or simulations and to define scenarios for sensitivity analysis. Existing evaluations of past 
projects, even if there are differences in terms of curriculum, status of the learners or share of 
work-based learning, can also be used for plausibility checks (e.g. Crépond & Premand, 2017). 

4.2  Occupational Specificities and Their Methodological Implications 
The stage of implementation of dualized VET differs between occupational areas. Hospi-

tality and automotive repair have a comparatively long tradition of dualized VET in the country, 
since the early 2000s. Four VET schools started in 2024 to pilot the new dualized VET scheme 
in these two areas. Interviews with representatives of the private sector revealed a high interest 
both of large companies and of small and medium enterprises in dualized VET, especially in 
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these two areas and in construction and refrigeration. According to the interviewees, companies 
suffer from a shortage of skilled workers due to low practical and transversal skills of VET 
graduates in the above-mentioned sectors. Hiring and induction costs are high as diplomas and 
certificates have no signalling function and companies mostly rely on personal networks and 
recommendations to identify potential employees, leading to a high turnover in the probation 
phase. The investment in training new employees is perceived as high and risky, due to the 
volatility of the labour market and high turnover rates. This situation has prompted several large 
companies in the formal sector to develop their own training programmes, sometimes in part-
nership with private education and training providers. Interviews further revealed that compa-
nies in the formal sector do not benefit directly from the training levy collected by the National 
Training Fund. These funds are currently being used for punctual project-based financing and 
research and consultancy activities supporting VET reforms. Companies involved in dualized 
VET do not benefit from any exemptions. 

Due to the different stage of implementation of dualized VET in the different occupational 
areas selected for the study, two different methods are applied for cost-benefit analysis: a pro-
jection-based approach is used in hospitality and automotive repair and a simulation-based ap-
proach is used in the three other occupational areas. 

4.3 The Projection-Based Approach 
The projection-based approach has been developed by Bolli et al. (2019) in the context of 

Nepal. It is suitable when dual VET has been recently introduced, so that the first cohort of 
learners has not yet graduated. This method is adequate in our case, because as mentioned be-
fore, the introduction of dualized VET only started in 2024 and graduates of the 3-year-pro-
grammes are not yet available. The approach combines data from local sources (e.g. primary or 
statistical data on wages) with the collection of data on costs and benefits incurred up until the 
date of data collection. Assumptions based on cost-benefit studies conducted in established dual 
VET systems are used to compensate for missing data and allow projections regarding costs 
and benefits for the whole training period, or even beyond. In the case of automotive and hos-
pitality training, following data is collected among companies already engaged in dualized 
VET: 

 
- Costs of training personnel in the first year of training 
- Costs for infrastructure not used productively because of instructing apprentices 
- Costs for supplies used for non-productive activities 
- Costs for trainees (e.g. training allowance, transportation costs, free meals etc.) 
- Value of unskilled tasks performed by trainees during the first year of training 
- Value of skilled tasks performed by trainees during the first year of training 
- Costs for participating in the dualized VET scheme (e.g. administrative costs) 
- Hiring costs (costs for recruiting and training new employees) 

 
The questionnaire for companies includes questions about estimated costs and benefit for 

the second and third year of training. This information is used to check the plausibility of pro-
jections based on two key assumptions adopted from Bolli et al. (2019, pp.18-22): first, that 
training benefits increase linearly during the training period of three years, and second, that 
costs for in-company trainers decrease over time until about 40% until full productivity of stu-
dents is reached. 
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4.4 Data Availability for the Simulation Approach and Methodological Implications 
For our analysis, we also picked occupations, where dualized VET has not yet been intro-

duced, but could potentially be implemented in the future. For this case, the simulation method 
is most suitable. Simulations make use of data from cost-benefit analyses conducted in other 
contexts to compensate for the lack of experience in implementing dual(ized) VET in the coun-
try of interest. Most simulation studies use data from Switzerland and Germany, as these coun-
tries have conducted multiple studies, thus providing an extensive database of good quality (see 
for instance Muehlemann, Wolters & Joho, 2018 for Italy, Wolter & Joho, 2018 for England, 
Wolter & Mühlmann, 2015 for Spain). Those studies took data from the local contexts on wages 
for skilled and unskilled workers, combined it with data on apprentices’ productivity from the 
dual systems in comparable occupations, and results from a company survey about hiring and 
induction costs for local companies. For the context in Côte d’Ivoire, we had to adapt this ap-
proach mainly in two regards. First, the assumption that apprentices’ productivity in dual sys-
tems and dualized approaches is similar is probably not plausible. Therefore, we integrated 
questions on estimated productivity in our questionnaire, expecting companies which have 
trained VET students in internships or which have had apprentices in other VET contexts to be 
able to make plausible estimates. Second, high quality wage data for skilled and unskilled work-
ers in the occupations we analyse is not available, so that calculations are based on information 
collected on wages via our survey (but comparing it with the official data available). This means 
that there are limitations regarding the representativity of our findings. 

As in the projection approach, the analysis is based on assumptions, in particular, that the 
costs for personnel are the main costs incurred by companies and that the productivity of train-
ees and the time invested by the company in training are similar in developing and in indus-
trialised countries. These assumptions, however, might be questioned since the content and 
quantity as well as quality of training might differ – for instance due to different levels of digi-
talization and automatization, different quality standards expected by customers, or differences 
in the competences of trainees at the start of their training. For a plausibility check and sensi-
tivity tests, results will be compared to findings from cost-benefit studies conducted in other 
work-based training schemes (e.g. Crépon & Premand, 2017). 

5 Conclusion and Outlook on Further Results 
Cost-benefit analyses are highly relevant in developing countries that seek to establish dual 

VET systems or dualized VET approaches, since they provide essential data to inform policies 
on VET financing and offer a foundation for companies considering participation. However, 
methodologies commonly used in industrialized countries, such as evaluations and simulations, 
cannot be directly transferred to developing countries and have to be adapted. The lack of reli-
able data, differences in economic structures, and variations in dualized VET models require 
methodological adaptations to ensure accurate and meaningful results. This study makes two 
methodological contributions by applying and adapting existing methods to a rather new con-
text. Building on the work of Bolli et al. (2019), our study adapts and expands the proposed 
projection method to the context in Côte d’Ivoire, where dualized VET recently started. In ad-
dition, we propose adaptations to the simulation method in order to apply it to the context of 
developing countries, for occupations where the implementation of dualized VET has not yet 
started. 

The specific design of dualized VET “sous statut scolaire”, such as implemented in Côte 
d’Ivoire and other countries, raises critical questions about the interpretation of cost-benefit 
analysis results. Since trainees are not officially employed and companies are not required to 
compensate them, there is a risk that firms may use them primarily as cheap labor rather than 
investing in quality training. At the same time, in a context of shortage of skilled workers, firms 
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may also recognize the long-term benefits of investing in human resource development. Imple-
menting the research design will help assess these dynamics, providing insights into employer 
motivations, training quality, and the overall feasibility of the dualized VET model. The find-
ings will contribute to refining cost-benefit methodologies in the context of developing coun-
tries and supporting evidence-based decision-making for sustainable VET development. 
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Abstract 
Context: Germany and Türkiye have maintained relations since a long time. Germany faces an 
increasing need for skilled workers. Türkiye shows both immigration because of the existing 
need for skilled workers abroad and the resulting emigration that leads to brain drain. Addition-
ally, the country is challenged by the integration of many refugees from Syria into education 
and labour. This research aims to identify factors that hinder and facilitate access to IVET in 
the context of (future) work migration and accessibility within IVET. 
Methods: The research design contains a document analysis of academic literature, policy pa-
pers and regulatory documents and qualitative interviews following a problem-based approach. 
A total of 77 interviews was conducted in Türkiye and Germany. Both country cases were 
compared based on the approach of educational inequality (IEO) and accessibility, based on 
legal frameworks as well as implementation examples. 
Findings: The findings show certain similarities and differences in access as well as accessibil-
ity in a country-based comparison. Barriers to access were identified at all analytic levels. Ac-
cessibility is created through individual and institutional commitment. 
Conclusions: Development of skills partnerships between both countries require a deep, part-
ner-related understanding of country-specific conditions. Cross-country IVET partnerships 
need to cover cross-country supporting structures and a reliable funding. Future research could 
be an analysis of best cases for partnership and curriculum development. 

Keywords 
initial vocational education and training; access; accessibility; migrants; social inclusion 

1 Problem Statement 
Türkiye and Germany have been closely linked for more than 60 years, and the Turkish 

German relationship developed in various ways. Today, around 2,9 million people belong to 
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the Turkish community in Germany. After a long period of decrease, the number of Turkish 
people living in Germany is increasing again since 2023 (Statistisches Bundesamt [Federal Sta-
tistical Office], 2024). 

Recently, Germany has been facing an increasing lack of skilled workforce, and due to 
that, it has intensified the recruiting of skilled workers from other states, especially third (non-
European Union) countries (Institut für Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung [Institute for La-
bour Market and Occupational Research, IAB], 2022). Türkiye is one of the main countries of 
origin for the controlled migration of skilled workers (Mayer & Clemens, 2021) and is still 
labelled as a third country from the German perspective. This has regulatory implications for 
instance as regards the recognition of qualifications acquired in Türkiye (framed by Asylum 
Procedures Directive and migration agreements). Monitoring, such as the ‘Education at a 
Glance’ published by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
does not cover data about work-related migration in combination with career ambitions (OECD, 
2024). Overall, labour migration, access to educational systems and recognition of qualifica-
tions awarded in origin countries are a burning issue at policy level as well as for research. An 
integrated perspective of labour market needs and brain drain in both countries of origin and 
target countries of skilled and work migration, for instance through ‘home tracks’ and ‘abroad 
tracks’ (Clemens, 2015) is not widely applied. One example is the ‘dual intent’ approach aiming 
the integration of Ukrainians, which focuses on a long-term perspective in target countries for 
Ukrainian refugees while also considering return and re-integration pathways. This is achieved, 
among other things, by ‘streamlining the recognition of skills and qualifications in the host 
country and Ukraine’ (OECD, 2023a). Another example is the cooperation on cross-country 
recruiting to gain skilled workers for different sectors in Germany without causing brain drain 
in the countries of origin run by the Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) (Lu-
ciano & Schimpf, 2021). 

The HORIZON EUROPE funded project SKILLS4JUSTICE26F

1 aims at overcoming these 
single-sided approaches by analysing the situation in both, target and origin, countries. This 
research27F

2 compares the situations in Türkiye and Germany - closely linked to the paper sub-
mitted by Turkish colleagues that is more future-looking. It focusses on two research questions: 

RQ1. What hindering and facilitating factors exist regarding the access to initial voca-
tional education and training system of (future) migrant workers in Türkiye and Ger-
many? 

RQ2. What actions do Germany and Türkiye apply to create accessibility in their IVET 
systems? 

It is outlined in this research, that VET in Germany and Türkiye in both cases is challenged 
by integration of refugees, lack of skilled labour and dropout. The focus, however, is set differ-
ent, as Türkiye hosts many mainly Syrian refugees without protective refugee state, while Ger-
many focuses on either integration of refugees with recognized refugee state (mainly Syrian 
and Ukrainian) or the attraction of skilled labour from non-EU countries. Access and accessi-
bility, therefore, address the same groups (refugees and (future) skilled workers), but to a dif-
ferent extent. Due to the project context, Germany is defined as a target country for skilled 
workers and Türkiye as a country of origin, while being aware of Türkiye’s double role as a 

 
 

1  https://www.skills4justice.eu 
2  Another paper is from Turkish perspective with focus on a shared model of skills development between both 

countries. 
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target country as well, though mainly for refugees with the potential of becoming future pro-
fessionals. 

2 Initial Vocational Education and Training (IVET) 

Germany 
Legally, there are no specific preconditions necessary to start an apprenticeship for people 

who live in Germany (Berufsbildungsgesetz [Vocational Education and Training Act] BBiG28F

3, 
2024). Normally, at least a school leaving certificate is required. Apprenticeship contracts are 
concluded directly with companies. The employers decide, what they want or need in terms of 
requirements. VET schools are subordinate and accept every student, that is registered by the 
companies. The described procedure is valid for the non-regulated apprenticeships. Regulated, 
i.e., school-based occupations, require higher entry conditions, due to their specific responsi-
bility (Bundesagentur für Arbeit [German Federal Employment Agency], 2025). 

Figure 1 illustrates the new entries into the three pillars of the German IVET system over 
the last five years. The predominant dual system (non-regulated occupations) is marked dark 
and covers a relatively stable rate of 50% of all new entries. 

Due to historical reasons, some sectors (e.g., nursing) do not participate in the dual system; 
here, an established school-based system (regulated occupations) with mandatory internships 
is in place. These new entries are marked in dark grey. The light grey bars indicate the entries 
to the so-called transition system. This (mainly school-based) part of German IVET has been 
developed since the 1970s for those unskilled young persons, who failed in finding a place in 
the other two pillars in times of a lack of regular placements. Nowadays, a general lack of 
training offers does not exist anymore. In 2023, 73.444 regular apprenticeship places stayed 
empty, that is 13% of the total number (Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2024). 
Reasons for entering the so-called 'transition sector' are therefore manifold, e.g., a shortage of 
regular vocational education and training (VET) in a chosen region or sector, weak general 
knowledge, behavioral problems, or language barriers. 

For citizens from non-EU countries, there are several specific preconditions to enter the 
German IVET system and start an apprenticeship. They need a formal recognition of certificates 
(e.g., school leaving certificate, vocational practice) and at least level B (1 or 2) in German 
language course with recognized certificate (e.g., Goethe Institut, Die Bundesregierung, 
2024)29F

4. Moreover, they must find a training company, sign a contract including minimum 
wage, apply for a visa and ensure accommodation. Training companies for instance can be 
contacted either online or directly, with a specific visa aiming to find an apprenticeship (Bun-
desamt für Justiz, 2024)30F

5. 

Türkiye 
Vocational education in Türkiye covers both formal and non-formal education. Formal ed-

ucation consists of public or private upper-secondary schools, mostly so-called Vocational and 
Technical Anatolian High Schools (VTAHs), a secondary-school equivalent of Vocational 
Training Centers (VTCs) as well as vocational schools, institutes and faculties at higher educa-
tion level. According to Özer (2021), both pathways cover a four-year education. The VTAHs 
are rather academic oriented, whilst VTCs are more practice-based. The VTCs also include 

 
 

3  https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/bbig_2005/BJNR093110005.html 
4https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/study-vocational-training/training-in-germany/do-i-qualify/visa 

5  https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/aufenthg_2004/__17.html 
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apprenticeships, journeyman and mastership programs and mainly provide to the local labour 
market needs. 

Figure 1 
Distribution of New Entrants to the Three Sectors of the VET System from 2019 to 2023 

 
Note. Own compilation according to Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung (2024) 

There are around 1.5 million of students studying in VET at secondary education level, 
with 10% of them enrolled in VTCs (Özer, 2021). 

The VET system in Türkiye aims to contribute to a reduction of youth unemployment and 
shows potential for integration of Syrian refugees in local labour markets. Tasli-Karabulut and 
Sancak (2024), moreover, see VET as an ‘important strategy to facilitate refugees labour market 
integration in countries with collective VET systems such as Germany’ (p. 404). Programs like 
the 'Vocational Training Programme for Employment' (MoNE) are supposed to create employ-
ment prospects for Syrian refugee and involved host communities (Çelik, 2022). In contrast, 
they portray the Turkish VET system as an 'un-collective,' state-led system, in which the state's 
dominance hinders other stakeholders in matching VET with the needs of businesses and work-
ers (Tasli-Karabulut, 2022). This seems particularly problematic in the case of integrating ref-
ugees, as there are more actors involved in specific integration courses, which makes the lack 
of coordination at different levels more obvious (Tasli-Karabulut & Sancak, 2024). 

Overall, VET in Türkiye is discussed to integrate refugees and youth at risk into labour 
market. The skilled labour discussion is rather related to academic tracks. 

Due to emigration, Türkiye faces brain-drain in different industries. The Turkish Statistical 
Institute (TUIK, 2024) reports a rate of 2,0% of all higher education graduates in 2023.31F

6 In-
cluded were persons, who achieved undergraduate education in Türkiye and subsequently re-
sided abroad for extended periods after graduation. TUIK also points out to information and 
communication technologies (6,8%), engineering, manufacturing and construction (4,4%), nat-
ural sciences, mathematics and statistics (2,6%) as mainly affected education and training 

 
 

6  The Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK) reports the statistical unit as follows: “For the reference year 2023, 
individuals who graduated at the higher education level within the 10-year period from 2008 to 2017 accord-
ing to Council of Higher Education records, and who are Turkish citizens in 2023." (TUIK, 2024) Unfortu-
nately, a total number of participants is not provided in the description of the data source. 
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fields. Finally, it mentions Germany with 17,5% as one of the top five target countries for work 
emigrants. 

However, the Mesleki Eğitim Haritası (Turkish General Directorate of Vocational and 
Technical Education, 2024) lists electric, electronical services, information technologies and 
health services as the most preferred VET courses. 

Overall, Tasli-Karabulut and Sancak (2024) summarize for the Turkish case a high number 
of work emigrants as well as a high number of refugees without a protective refugee status, 
which would result in a high number of refugees in the informal labour market (p. 404). Simi-
larities between Türkiye and Germany in terms of labour market integration can be seen in the 
strategy to involve refugees. Differences can be mainly found in the position to either bind 
skilled workers (Türkiye) or attract skilled workers from abroad (Germany). The VET system 
in both countries is essential for fair and sustainable labour market integration. 

3 Access and Accessibility in IVET 
Access to education and work is crucial for labour market integration. As Kleinert and 

Jacob (2024) note, adequate education is essential for secure, living-wage employment. Educa-
tional attainment depends on individual effort and social background (Becker, 2017). Another 
issue is the match of education offers (including VET) and apprentices in different regions of a 
country. Both Türkiye and Germany exhibit strong links between socio-economic background 
and educational success, with a more pronounced effect in Germany (Güngör & Güngör, 2023; 
Mang et al., 2023). Related to VET, Germany shows remarkable regional differences regarding 
the fit of VET offers and apprentices. In a nutshell, the northern regions rather show unsuccess-
ful searches for training places compared to more unfilled training places in the south-east 
(Bundesministerium für Berufsbildung [BIBB], 2024). With relation to Eurostat (2023), 
Ozdemir et al. (2024) Türkiye mention a school dropout rate of 26,7% in Türkiye and point out 
to a structural problem regarding the quality of VET on the one hand and career choice on the 
other hand, when arguing a “persistence of vocational high schools prioritizing university exam 
readiness alongside vocational training” (Ozdemir et al., 2024, p. 1013). Following Eranıl 
(2024), the main reason for dropout in upper secondary schools is academic failure and absen-
teeism. 

Educational inequality (IEO) manifests at individual, institutional, and macro levels 
(Kleinert & Jacob, 2024). Germany’s selective education system disproportionately affects 
young migrants, particularly in vocational education (VET), where access is challenging for 
disadvantaged families (Blossfeld, 2020). Enhancing accessibility structures is key to reducing 
educational inequality and improving integration outcomes. 

Accessibility is closely linked to societal participation and capacity building (Kunze, 2021). 
The German Federal Centre for Accessibility defines it broadly, as encompassing inclusive 
design, removal of individual barriers, and reducing prejudices (Bundesfachstelle Barrierefrei-
heit [Federal Accessibility Unit], 2025). In Türkiye, national reforms emphasize accessibility, 
with the 2024–2028 strategy 'Everyone Should Have a Profession' promoting flexible learning, 
sectoral cooperation, and VET integration (European Commission, 2024). Bright (2020) high-
lights three key aspects of educational accessibility: teacher training, assistive technology, and 
affordability. Germany’s legal framework covers transport, communication, facilities, and so-
cial services (Barrierefreiheitsstärkengesetz [Accessibility Reinforcement Act], BFSG). 

While access refers to opportunities to engage in education, accessibility focuses on reduc-
ing barriers and adapting learning environments. This study examines factors influencing mi-
grant integration into VET in Germany and Türkiye, exploring activities at various levels and 
identifying potentials for skills partnerships. 
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4 Method 
The research design combines document analysis (e.g., policy papers, legal acts, apprenticeship 
regulations, and migration statistics) and 77 problem-centred interviews—40 in Germany and 
37 in Türkiye (Kurz et al., 2009; Witzel, 2000). Experts from ministries, education providers, 
employers, and labour market intermediaries discussed access and accessibility. Table 1 pre-
sents an overview of the data. 

Table 1 
Sample Characteristics  

 Employers Employer or-
ganisations 

Intermediaries VET and HE Political actors 

Germany 8 5 6 17 4 
Türkiye 19 - 1 14 3 

Number of Interviews 
The interviews were conducted between July 2024 and February 2025. Each interview lasted 
between 60 and 90 minutes and followed a catalogue of questions, which was slightly adapted 
to each group of interviewees. Germany, as a target country and Türkiye as a country of origin 
for work migration, focused on the following four main dimensions: (1) Demand and supply of 
skills and qualifications, (2) Relationships with education and training system, (3) Attracting 
and sustaining skilled workforce in the context of migration, and (4) Strategies for dealing with 
skills shortages caused by migration. For VET and HE sectors, the dimensions (5) Vulnerability 
of learners was added. All interviewees were also asked about the role of recognition tools, 
their own role in the recognition and education process, need for cooperation partners and sup-
port. For political actors, especially policies and policy interventions with focus on work mi-
gration were relevant. The analysis of the interviews was conducted top-down-bottom-up to 
refine the category system regarding access and accessibility to the VET system in both coun-
ties. 

5 Access and Accessibility in Turkish and German IVET: Selected Findings 

Access to IVET in Türkiye and Germany 
The first research question is 'What hindering and facilitating factors exist with regard to the 
access to initial vocational education and training system of (future) migrant workers?'. The 
analysis of the interviews led to a number of factors, which determine access as chance or bar-
rier. 

Macro-Perspective: Country-Specific Context Factors 
The macro perspective on access includes formal criteria (e.g., recognition of prior education), 
legal status, and IVET reputation and quality. Discrimination aspects are subsumed to the mi-
cro level. For the context of Türkiye, interviewee EP11_pub32F

7 describes formal access to IVET 
as follows: 

Our difference from other vocational schools is that there is no interruption in student 
registrations. […] Student registrations at the Vocational Education Centre continue 
uninterruptedly 365 days a year. […] More poor children from [region] villages and 

 
 

7  Turkish interviews within the sample are coded as Education Provider (EP). Private providers = EP_priv, 
public providers = EP_pub. 
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rural areas who need jobs and want to start their lives as soon as possible become our 
students. (EP11_pub) 

Access to Turkish IVET differs significantly between the public and private sectors. Private 
Organized Industrial Zone (OIZ) VET schools enforce strict selection criteria, including talent, 
industrial sector motivation, and parental employment in OIZ (World Bank, 2025). Entry into 
public IVET is primarily based on the LGS (High School Entrance Exam Score), the OBP 
(Secondary Education Success Score), or both (Numanoğlu et al., 2018), though requirements 
may vary by institution and are subject to frequent regulatory changes by the Ministry of Na-
tional Education (MoNE), while private IVETs may impose additional entrance exams. 

In Germany, there is theoretically not even a general school-leaving certificate needed to 
enter the IVET system (Bundesagentur für Arbeit [Federal Employment Agency], 2025).  How-
ever, the recent report by the Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung (Authors' group for 
education reporting) (2024) indicates that especially migrants are likely to drop out without a 
school leaving certificate and end up in the former described transition sector (Figure 2). The 
first two pillars compare the overall entries; among Germans, 22% enter the substitute system, 
while among non-Germans, 50% enter this lowest pillar of German VET. 

The other pillars in Figure 2 refer to the various levels of school-leaving certificates and 
confirm this structural imbalance with respect to this. 
According to the authors, this high number of non-Germans in the substitute system is basically 
due to Ukrainian youth who came as refugees from the war; many of them 'visit measures, 
aiming at learning German language and at vocational orientation' (Autor:innengruppe Bild-
ungsberichterstattung, 2024, pp.176–177). 

The main measure to close the gap between unskilled youth and the need for skilled work-
ers is the substitute system drafted above; it aims at qualifying young persons for the appren-
ticeship system. Substitute measures usually last for one year, but many beneficiaries are still 
not able to start an apprenticeship afterwards (Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 
2024). 

In focus of the interviews of the German case was, as expected, the skilled workers migra-
tion act (Fachkräfteeinwanderungsgesetz [Skilled Labour Immigration Act], FEG). One inter-
viewee describes the new framework and points out to an access dilemma: 

[…] we have countless access options in purely legal hypothetical terms […] Regard-
less of whether it's access to the labour market or the education system, a […] migrant 
needs to know the possibilities or that employers know the possibilities to manage this 
[options of education and work migration] on their own […]. (I16_Inter)33F

8 

Since the 2024 revision of the FEG, individuals from other countries can come to Germany as 
apprentices. In this relation, organisational aspects and, even more, language issues are men-
tioned as main barriers in the German context. Language requirements vary between companies 
and public authorities. Some companies have no specific language requirements, while others 
mandate at least a B-level certificate. A B-level certificate is also required to obtain an appren-
ticeship visa. 

The bureaucratic expenditure behind getting access and the likely need for support are de-
scribed exemplarily by interviewee I29: 

 
 

8  Legend for the interviews: Intermediaries = Inter; Political actors = Pol; VET/HE actors = VET; Employ-
ers/Employer Organisations= Emp 
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[…] I think access is already given, […] but I think you always need someone to help 
organise it. […] You must know who to talk to about it, who can I write an e-mail to, 
who can I call, ideally in perfect German? […] That's exactly the point, that it's a bit 
bureaucratic with all these procedures and the participant could hardly organise it 
themselves. (I29_VET) 

Figure 2 
Distribution of New Entrants to the Three Sectors of the VET System in 2022 by School-based 
Education and Nationality in % 

 
Note. Own compilation according to Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung (2024) 

The chosen sector and region in Germany can influence access to VET. High-demand sec-
tors like plumbing and system catering face a shortage of apprentices, while others, like media 
design and animal care, have more demand than available training places (BIBB, 2024). 

Macro-level factors show that Germany's legal conditions are rather open to migrants with 
educational aspirations. In Türkiye, the OIZ project in particular increases quality of education 
with strict admissions and gaining more successful students. Public schools (MESEMs) might 
potentially have lower IVET quality by accepting all students, also those with low academic 
success and potential drop-out. OIZ schools operate independently from official IVET schools 
and remain highly competitive. 

The rapidly changing IVET system introduces new curricula without sufficient time to 
align qualifications with labour market demands, creating challenges in access and skill adap-
tation. Proposed solutions include guiding students into vocational education, improving work-
shop infrastructure, enhancing teacher qualifications, and implementing industry-aligned pro-
grams. Additionally, ensuring job opportunities for graduates is emphasized as a key measure 
(Güzen & Erbaş 2023). Germany’s FEG program, while offering access to VET, is bureaucratic 
and difficult to navigate. In Türkiye, the readiness to confront challenges presents potential for 
improvement. 
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Meso-Perspective: Chances and Threats of Institutions 
The meso-perspective on access focuses on institutional effects on migrant pathways, in-

cluding geographic factors (e.g., distance between home and workplace), industry-VET school 
relationships, dropout risks (OECD, 2023b), apprenticeship availability, and support for disad-
vantaged students. In Türkiye, geographic factors influence migrant students, particularly in 
areas close to their countries of origin, like Syria. For Turkish students, locality also plays a 
role. EP1_priv (private VET) views the lack of mobility as problematic. 

Currently, our students usually come from [region] and the surrounding provinces. 
Maybe when we build a dormitory in the future, they may come from more distant 
areas. (EP1_priv) 

Other IVET can already provide free or co-funded dormitories, if students document their 
need. According to the German Residence Act (§16a), migrant apprentices must prove accom-
modation to start their apprenticeship. Private providers have adapted their business models to 
this requirement. Migrant apprentices in Germany typically live with their families (72,3%; 
Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund [German Trade Union Confederation], DGB, 2020) or in public 
dormitories if they are refugees (1,3%). Urbanization poses a challenge, as living costs are high 
in cities, while affordable housing is more available in rural areas. The share of apprentices 
without a residence permitt or those who changed status has stabilized since 2022 (Studthoff et 
al., 2024). Therefore, integration into regional social contexts is crucial for support. An example 
is the funding program ‘Junges Wohnen’ (young living) of the Bundesministerium für Wohnen, 
Stadtentwicklung und Bauwesen (Federal Ministry for Housing, Urban Development and C34F

9 
[BWSB], 2023).35F

10 
In Türkiye, additional assistance comes through various funding linked to public interests, 

as EP1_priv explains: 

We provide extra support to our students with poor economic conditions with the sup-
port of the state, the support of our Organized Industrial Zone, the support of our 
school's family union, and three separate supports. But we already support all students 
in this regard […]. (EP1_priv) 

Micro-Perspective: The Individual and its Learning and Living Conditions 
The micro-perspective on access to IVET, finally, addresses individual factors. These are 

the suitability of the apprentices and the extent of vulnerability. Intersectional aspects of vul-
nerability are gender and racist discrimination. 

In Türkiye, recruitment of female apprentices ('positive discrimination', EP1_priv) is forced 
by some VET institutions, as women are 'more effective and yield more efficient results' 
(EP1_priv). Interviewee EP13_pub describes a change in gender-biased mindsets. 

I work at a school where there are many female students. We can say that female stu-
dents are more successful, especially in certain areas. We can also say that some of the 
usual clichéd things have changed. [...]. For example, 20 years ago, there was not a 
single female employee at [name of company]. Currently, apart from engineers and 
white-collar workers, girls were first included in blue-collar workers with a project 
implemented in 2008. There was a lot of hesitation when including girls with a joint 

 
 
 

10 https://www.bmwsb.bund.de/SharedDocs/kurzmeldungen/Webs/BMWSB/DE/2023/04/junges-
wohnen.html 
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project we implemented. In practice, it was seen that women can also be successful in 
the machinery and metal sector in summary. (EP13_pub) 

In Germany, interviewee I23_VET contrasted first (mainly refugees) and second-genera-
tion migrants and stated, that the most vulnerable group is not the 'weak students' (I23_VET). 
Whilst these have ' difficulties getting into working life because of constraints that they don't 
really realise yet,' the real vulnerable students are those who don't have certain social skills. 
Like: I turn up on time. I do what I'm told' (I23_VET). 

We have a lot of students with a migration background, but it's the background. I can 
understand the bias of the companies from experience. But the migrants who have fled 
here, so to speak, because of economic issues and suchlike, that's not the group that 
has these problems. They want to. They want to work here, and they want to arrive 
here. They want to do their training and want to stay here in Germany. And those are 
the ones who integrate very well. (I23_VET) 

Official data for Germany show that women are less likely to pursue a dual apprenticeship, 
instead enrolling in school-based occupations in care and education (BIBB, 2024). According 
to Gónzales and Peters (2021), two-thirds of care sector employees are female. They identify 
reasons for the high drop-out rate among care apprentices, as financial strain, family obliga-
tions, practice shock, identity crises due to the profession's negative image, and mental health 
issues. Notably, they describe women to have a stronger professional identification with care. 
Gender-related factors, including these drop-out criteria, limit women’s access to apprentice-
ships. This is reflected in the establishment of targeted promotional activities, discussed in the 
next chapter. 

Accessibility: Supporting Measures in Turkish and German IVET 
The second research question was: What actions do Germany and Türkiye apply to create 

accessibility in their IVET systems? Both countries have implemented supporting measures 
that align with the dimensions of accessibility: (1) information, communication, and under-
standable language, (2) transport and facilities, and (3) social services in urban and rural areas. 
However, these dimensions were not equally addressed. The data revealed that daily teaching 
activities were primarily adapted for accessibility, impacting teaching, learning, and related 
processes. Other dimensions partly overlapped. 

Information, Communication and Understandable Language 
Turkish interviewee EP11 states, that there is no overall strategy and leaves open, whether 

the macro- or meso-level is addressed. EP11 rather describes school-related supporting 
measures and highlights the engagement of single actors: 

There is no strategy to follow the special conditions of the student and prevent them 
from dropping out of school. The individual efforts we make are a developed strategy. 
In fact, there should be a strategy for these, but there is no such thing, as you under-
stand, we have teachers' boards, meetings and branch teachers' boards, but there is no 
system that will closely monitor them, we are trying to solve the problem with our own 
efforts. (EP11) 

In Germany, the most important reference is the BBiG; it prohibits gender-, race- or age-
related discrimination. At teaching level, the readiness of teachers and employers to use trans-
lation opportunities in work and learning environments can be seen as an aspect of accessibility. 
In some cases, this support is implemented at school level, not only carried out by single actors: 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 339 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Half and a year ago, we started a mentoring programme at our school to minimise the 
dropout rate that we have. And that means that we hold intensive discussions with the 
students, offer support in the form of learning coaching from guidance counsellors and 
simply more personal support than we had before. (I23_VET) 

Transport and Facilities 
In one example, a German VET school reports that they established a childcare offer within 

school: 

We also have a [...] training programme especially for single mothers. In recent years, 
we have also set up a kind of childcare programme here with people who look after 
the children here in the building during this time and have found that these women 
have virtually no opportunity to get into training anywhere else but here with us. 
(I31_VET) 

With focus on mobility, one VET school reports a funded project for migrants in rural areas 
to achieve a driving licence: 

We bought in […] a programme […]. They [the refugees] were able to get a driving 
licence, the measure is called 'Mobile in the Skilled Trades'. Though it was only aimed 
at refugees, it should be looked at, because we have very poor bus and train connec-
tions here. So, we're very rural here, yes, and without a driving licence it's difficult to 
find a job. (I25_VET) 

Another aspect, which can be ascribed to transport and mobility, is the offer of accommo-
dation by employers, when recruiting apprentices, either locals or work migrants: 

Yes, nursing got its staff, its trainees, through good pay and official housing. Young 
women were able to leave home and had enough money and a flat. Those have always 
been important things. […] You can't talk about recruiting migrants, migrant or inter-
national carers without talking about housing. (I1_Emp) 

It is notable, that most of the quotes related to teaching and learning conditions. Only few 
aspects addressed other dimensions of accessibility. 

6 Discussion: Highlighting with Respect to Similarities and Differences 
Regarding hindering and facilitating factors towards access to IVET for (future) migrant work-
ers in both countries, there were similar and different factors found. 

Similarities in Access and Accessibility 
In terms of access, most similarities were found for the meso- and micro-level. 
First, private and public schools have very different opportunities of acting. Private schools 

control access by self-defined selection criteria, while public schools are in charge of taking all 
students that are either registered by companies (Germany) or for instance sent by a private 
school (Türkiye). This aspect is in line with the still strong relation of socioeconomic resources 
also in vocational education opportunities (Güngör & Güngör, 2023; Mang et al., 2023). The 
access discrepancy between private and public sector can be considered as a hindering factor. 

Second, VET schools in both countries, at least those that participated in the study, show 
great responsibility towards their more or less open social inclusion assignment. The individual 
commitment of teachers is highlighted in particular. This includes also the schools' engagement 
to solve IVET-related problems with cooperation partners in the region. In Germany, this would 
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include the chambers of commerce and crafts, as well. A facilitating factor can, thus, be seen 
in the commitment of actors in the school and its environment. 

One main argument of defining groups as vulnerable is social behaviour, those students 
lack suitability with schools or apprenticing companies. In both countries, schools apply sup-
porting measures (accessibility), such as mentoring or other formats of counselling. Different 
are the strategic programs at macro-level, but the estimations are similar, again: Strategic plan-
ning and associated reliable support programmes from the state are an obstacle to access in 
IVET in both countries. 

In this research, the reduction of gender-related discrimination was reported to be faced 
through 'positive discrimination'. Hence, this argument shows a certain readiness to address this 
facet of discrimination but also highlights the enabling or hindering role of families (Blossfeld, 
2020). 

In Türkiye as well as in Germany, there are schools which provide accommodation with 
different conditions. Both countries provide support, either with funding measures or reduced 
prices. In Germany, the recruitment of migrant apprentices is legally linked to securing living 
space. This can be considered as a hindering factor, as apprentices must organise their accom-
modation from abroad or apply for a visa to organise this. A facilitating perspective would 
highlight the ensuring of an adequate standard of living. 

Cultural integration is both relevant at macro- as at micro-level. It appears challenging 
when migrants live in rather isolated communities. This seems to apply to both countries, Tü-
rkiye and Germany. To foster cultural access, migrants need both safe spaces with familiar 
backgrounds and opportunities to engage in work and social life. This factor relates to the 
macro-level (distribution of migrants in the country according to available resources) as well 
as to the micro-level (create relations between locals, migrants and for instance diaspora). If 
present, interpersonal relations can be argued as a facilitating factor, while the distribution as-
pect rather shows space for development in both countries. 

Related to the information, communication and understandable language aspect of acces-
sibility, there are promising achievements. Teaching routines, active development of a profes-
sional support and integration attitude were reported and hold great potential to enhance social 
inclusion through innovative ideas in IVET. This can be discussed mainly as a facilitating fac-
tor. Next to individual support, the adaption of learning material and work tasks, which take 
place in both countries, and which range from easy language learning material, the use of the 
same words to describe tasks and to conduct preparation for exams can be considered as a core 
aspect of accessibility. 

Another fair-looking aspect is the claim of handling multilingualism as resource to IVET 
and workplace. Recent research shows both a lack of appreciation and recognition opportunities 
(Zastrow, 2022). 

Differences in Access and Accessibility 
In both countries, national language skills are described as important for education and 

future workplaces. In Germany, the barrier for people coming from non-EU countries as work 
migrants is at first view higher than for those who came to the country as refugees. A closer 
look shows, that both groups must either achieve language levels mainly in the country of 
origin, or within Germany in integration courses. In Türkiye, the language level is not regulated 
that strict. 

Also, in Türkiye, VET appears to be the 'second choice' due to structural conditions, such 
as preferred academic tracks making VET an option to those, who do not perform sufficiently 
to achieve higher academic tracks. The access to higher education is limited by assessments 
and those who don’t perform sufficiently or later drop-out from private VET schools are sent 
to other (VET) schools. This leads to the risk of a quality reduction in public school, which 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 341 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

must work with a potentially more heterogenous target group than private providers and, thus, 
with a probably problematic public perception of vocational training. In opposite, the dual IVET 
in Germany is well-reputed and the dual system does (formally) not require preconditions. 

7 Conclusion 
The presented study aimed to explore the access and accessibility of IVET in Germany and 

Türkiye. Through document analysis and problem-based interviews, two research questions led 
the research: What hindering and facilitating factors exist with regard to the access to initial 
vocational education and training system of (future) migrant workers in Türkiye and Germany? 
What actions do Germany and Türkiye apply to create accessibility in their IVET systems? 
Hindering factors were found in the state of a VET school, as private schools have more oppor-
tunities to control the selection of applicants, while public schools are open to anyone. 

Due to the open access of public schools, they further must deal with dropout and its pre-
vention, which requires high engagement in accessibility terms. This leads to teachers’ engage-
ment as another problematic factor, for engagement is very personal and can only partly be 
influenced by the organisation context. This context is often described as unsteady. Strategic 
planning and the associated reliable support programs, whether at the regional or state level, 
can be a hindering factor if missing or a facilitating factor if available. Next to funding, inter-
personal relations were identified as a further facilitating factor for cultural access, by support-
ing integration in work and everyday life. Still, legal aspects appear to be the most important 
factor, which challenges both countries, but in different ways. The FEG in Germany offers 
numerous options to access VET and the integration of already recognised refugees runs paral-
lel. This requires highly specific knowledge from all actors involved. In Türkiye, a high dropout 
rate and only little integration of mainly Syrian refugees point out to existing difficulties espe-
cially at the transition between lower and upper secondary schools. In Germany, access is more 
strictly linked to language knowledge than in Türkiye. Regarding accessibility, IVET schools 
in both countries show engagement and creative solutions in overcoming challenges aiming 
integration and successful vocational education. 

Overall, the research showed similarities and differences between Germany and Türkiye 
in terms of access and accessibility. A future development of skills partnerships requires a deep, 
mutual understanding of country-specific conditions to address the right aspects at the right 
starting point. For instance, cross-country supporting structures and a reliable funding seem 
important. Moreover, an agreement on reciprocal access conditions appears necessary to reduce 
the risk of failure or dropout and to enable an eased work migration between both countries. 
This would provide to the life reality of a great number of people, who live in two cultures. 

The study is limited, as only actors in the institutional field of VET were involved, the 
perspective of apprentices or families for instance is missing. A contrasting of sectors was not 
made in this research, and the analysis took part in three languages which might have caused 
an overlooking of details. Future research could focus on different perspectives and sectors. 

Relevant would also be an analysis on how access to VET could be improved and interest-
ing would be an exploration on effective accessibility measures to improve the supporting sys-
tems in both countries as well as an analysis of best cases for partnership and curriculum de-
velopment. 
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Abstract 
Context: On-the-job trainers play a crucial role in the Swiss dual vocational education and train-
ing system. Since in-company training is predominant, these individuals are responsible for a 
significant portion of the apprentices' supervision. As both professionals and training coordina-
tors, on-the-job trainers often encounter various challenges, such as the tension between pro-
duction and training. This challenge is reflected in their limited time to fulfil their training re-
sponsibilities. Consequently, on-the-job trainers implement strategies to address this issue, 
which may include postponing training. 
Approach: Drawing from qualitative and quantitative data, our contribution examines the strat-
egies developed by on-the-job trainers to deal with the tension between production and training. 
Findings: Several strategies have been identified: time filler, compulsory extra tuition, and post-
poning training on a weekly, monthly, or annual basis. 
Conclusions: Postponing training to more favourable times is an operational strategy that does 
not hinder productive work. However, it fundamentally calls into question the organisation of 
the dual system. 

Keywords 
on-the-job trainers, vocational education and training, dual VET, tension production-training, 
training strategies 

1 Introduction 
In Switzerland, two out of three young people leaving compulsory schooling begin initial 

vocational education and training (IVET) (Federal Statistical Office [FSO], 2023). Most youth 
engaged in the VET system (90%) enter dual training, where apprentices attend theoretical 
classes one or two days a week at a vocational school and train three or four days a week in a 
training company under the responsibility of a trainer (State Secretariat for Education, Research 
and Innovation [SERI], 2022). Regional differences have to be mentioned: in the German-
speaking regions, dual VET is followed by the great majority of apprentices, while in Latin 
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Switzerland36F

1, up to a third of young people attend full-time schools (FSO, 2025). This article 
looks at the company component of dual VET, and in particular on-the-job trainers who work 
with apprentices, and the challenges they face. It focuses on the time issues (in terms of short-
ages and fragmentation) and more specifically on the strategies used to deal with. 

1.1 On-the-Job Trainers: A Key Figure in Dual Vocational Education and Training 
Under the dual apprenticeship system, companies - private or public - can decide to train 

apprentices. In this case, they must register with a cantonal vocational training department/of-
fice and appoint a reference person to supervise the in-company apprenticeship and pass on 
vocational knowledge to one or more apprentices. These on-the-job trainers (OJT) work along-
side the apprentices several days a week throughout their training, making them a key figure in 
dual VET (Forster-Heinzer, 2020; Masdonati & Lamamra, 2009). In terms of status, in most 
cases the OJTs role is in addition to the employee and/or manager of a company’s status, as 
people who train apprentices are first and foremost workers. This additional “charge” of train-
ing apprentices can give rise to several specific constraints, including a marked tension between 
productive and formative logic (Lamamra et al., 2019; Wenger & Lamamra, 2023). 

1.2 The Tension between Production and Training: A More Marked Reality for On-the-
JobTrainers 
A key issue in the dual system is the tension between two sometimes antagonistic logics, 

production and training (Moreau, 2003). This is particularly salient for on-the-job trainers 
(Lamamra et al., 2019). On the one hand, the productive logic of companies imposes itself on 
OJTs, whether they are employees or employers who have to deliver a certain volume of work 
within a given timeframe. On the other hand, their role requires OJTs to fulfil training objectives 
in parallel with their productive activity. They not only have to pass on professional knowledge 
and know-how to apprentices but also check that they have acquired it on a regular basis (Gross 
et al., 2020). In particular, they have to set time aside to support apprentices' learning, to show 
them tasks, but also to give them the opportunity to practice and make mistakes, and finally to 
monitor their gradual autonomy in the activity (Billett, 2009). The coexistence of these two 
logics can lead to tensions, as OJTs are "torn between" activities of different kinds (Bahl, 2013), 
which give them different roles within the company. This tension can become even more acute 
depending on how the training companies view their apprentices: when they are perceived as 
future employees, training may take second place, with the productive dimension of the appren-
tice's activity being given priority. Conversely, if the company sees apprentices as learners, 
greater attention will be paid to training and its pedagogical aspects (Eraut, 2004; Fuller & 
Unwin, 2010). This organizational context therefore directly influences the way OJTs engage 
with training (Besozzi, 2023). A sort of continuum can be drawn between the production-cen-
tred vision and the training-oriented vision of the training companies (Lamamra & Besozzi, 
2019), also reflected in the resources that they are prepared to invest in training apprentices, in 
terms of staff, facilities, but above all time given. 

1.3 Lack of Time and OJTs Strategies 
The tension between producing and training is mainly illustrated by time issues, with OJTs 

having to organise themselves to free up the space needed to train apprentices and pointing to 
the recurring problem of lack of time. In addition to this first aspect, split time is another issue 
(Lamamra et al., 2019; Losa & Filliettaz, 2018). Indeed, the double function (productive worker 

 
 

1  Latin Switzerland refers to the French- and Italian-speaking regions of Switzerland. 
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and trainer) involves a time, and activities split (Bahl, 2013; Lamamra et al., 2019;). Faced 
these imperatives, trainers put in place various strategies to fulfil their mission (Baumeler & 
Lamamra, 2019): first, self-training, in which apprentices are required to train themselves by 
trying, making mistakes and trying again, possibly by watching experienced colleagues or more 
advanced apprentices. In this model, OJTs shift the responsibility of training onto their appren-
tices. However, this productivity-oriented training model can ultimately prove costly in terms 
of time and money, as the apprentice has to carry out certain tasks alone, without supervision, 
and risks making mistakes. The second strategy identified is the time filler (Baumeler & 
Lamamra, 2019). Here, OJTs spend some time during the day - during breaks or between two 
clients - explaining tasks or professional gestures to apprentices. This strategy shows a certain 
commitment to their training function, and at the same time a submission (or sometimes an 
adherence) to the primacy of production and their role as trade professionals. The third strategy 
consists of compulsory extra tuition (Baumeler & Lamamra, 2019): OJTs organise to train ap-
prentices outside normal working hours, either at the end of the day or at weekends. In the latter 
case, the legislation regulating work (Labour Law, VET laws and ordinances, Code of Obliga-
tions) is not necessarily complied with, which is problematic both for OJTs and for apprentices 
(Baumeler & Lamamra, 2019). In addition to these three strategies, some occupational sectors 
are adopting others, such as seasonal training (Gagnon, 2007). This involves the annualization 
of training in response to production imperatives: periods of high or low activity, customer 
affluence, weather constraints (Wenger & Lamamra, 2023). 

The aim of this article is to highlight how the tension between producing and training in-
fluences the organisation of training in companies, by examining the postponement logic im-
plemented by OJTs in certain professional sectors. This logic, developed on a weekly, monthly, 
seasonal or even annual basis, appears to be a way of addressing the primacy of production 
and/or lack of time. It also seems relevant to study this strategy to better understand the every-
day life of OJTs. 

2 The Project 
The research project to which this contribution relates focuses on the challenges and issues 

faced by OJTs, as well as their needs, interests and availability terms of continuing education. 

2.1 Project Methodology 
The first stage of the project consisted of individual interviews with representatives of pro-

fessional associations, company managers, OJTs and apprentices. Semi-structured interviews 
were conducted in the German-speaking part of Switzerland, face-to-face or by videoconfer-
ence. An interview framework of around twenty questions was used as a basis for the inter-
views, recorded with the consent of the participants. Summary notes were taken and then coded 
and recorded in a table containing the main points of the different answers. An initial thematic 
content analysis was carried out, highlighting topics considered to be the most salient in terms 
of continuing education needs for OJTs. The second stage consisted of several additional inter-
views with OJTs in Latin Switzerland. A new interview framework was developed, focusing 
more on OJTs day-to-day life, challenges and needs, particularly in relation to continuing edu-
cation. This data underwent thematic analysis and was linked to data from the German-speaking 
region, informing a questionnaire survey. The third stage of the project involved a questionnaire 
survey. Conducted online, the questionnaire was sent by most of the Swiss cantons, the Swiss 
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Union of Arts and Crafts and the Swiss employers' association to the training companies di-
rectly or to the Organisations of the world or work37F2 , which in turn forwarded it to their member 
companies. The questionnaire was sent to OJTs and to employers of companies training ap-
prentices. The survey was structured into several blocks: continuing education opportunities 
related to OJT’s function; more general training opportunities, elements enabling the concrete 
design of courses (formats, methods, periods and other characteristics); socio-demographic in-
formation and structural information. 

2.2 The Participants 
The qualitative component involved 98 interviews (84 in German-speaking Switzerland, 

14 in French-speaking Switzerland) with OJTs, with or without employer status38F

3. All profes-
sional sectors and company sizes were represented (see Appendix A). In quantitative terms, 
5,068 respondents, mainly OJTs (3/4 of the participants), but also company managers (with or 
without a training function), constitute the sample. All regions, professional sectors and com-
pany sizes were represented. 

3 Results 
Time issues appear throughout the corpus, in both qualitative and quantitative data. 

Whether from missing time or split time’s perspective, it reflects the main form that the tension 
between producing and training takes in the daily lives of OJTs. The strategies used to resolve 
the tension between producing and training also shed light on this particular issue. 

3.1 Strategies developed by OJTs to deal with the Time Issues 
As mentioned above, various strategies applied by trainers have been identified in the lit-

erature (Baumeler & Lamamra, 2019). One of these is time filler training: this involves "taking 
advantage" of quieter moments or breaks to train apprentices. One operations agent explains 
that he plans sessions with his apprentices during the lunch break, so that he can "optimise" his 
break. A pastry-chef incorporates training areas during breaks, allowing apprentices to write 
their training diaries and he to read them. One retail manager explains that she has "techniques" 
for managing training time and moments, namely during the morning (outside busy periods), 
when she can devote the most time to apprentices. These results confirm that this strategy can 
be found in various sectors and companies’ sizes, and also subject to different constraints. They 
also highlight the limits (particularly legal) of such a strategy for dealing with production-train-
ing tension. Using breaks and rest periods for training not only contravenes the legal frame-
works governing apprenticeships and salaried work but can also be harmful to apprentices and 
OJTs health (Duc & Lamamra, 2022). 

Another strategy identified from the interviews is compulsory extra tuition (Baumeler & 
Lamamra, 2019). For example, one landscape gardener said that she makes herself available to 
her apprentices from 5 pm, i.e. when they return from the worksites, to discuss any difficulties 
related to the training 

 
 

2  They are umbrella organisations representing each sector of activity. They are generally structured at federal 
level, but more rarely at regional or cantonal level. Under this label, employers organisation, employees 
organisations or even trade unions are involved. 

3  Apprentices and representatives of professional associations were also interviewed in the German-speaking 
part of Switzerland. However, their responses have not been included in our analyses, as the focus here is on 
OJTs. 
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Normally we avoid overtime, but anyway - [...] if we see that he [the apprentice] is 
panicking and doesn't understand anything, we stay until he's confident for his test or 
exam. (Helena, OJT landscape gardener). 

In this extract, she points out that not respecting working hours is something that goes 
without saying. According to her, it allows her to show her availability and create a trust rela-
tionship with apprentices. Above all, it makes it possible to offer them support without having 
an impact on their productive work. In doing so, she extends the apprentices' working hours as 
well as her own, which becomes considerable. She also makes a point of being present from 
6am, before they set off on site. 

Another construction OJT explains that he comes to the office every Saturday morning for 
"support classes", i.e. to help his apprentices with their homework. He explains 

You have to make one or two sacrifices to make them understand, to make things 
better. (Mehdi, OJT mason/bricklayer) 

Such an organisation underlines the strong commitment of OJTs, agreeing to this "sacri-
fice". Above all, it highlights the fact that it is impossible to provide supervision and support in 
the time granted for the activities as a whole. 

The first strategy (time filler) can also be found on a less occasional basis, when training is 
organised on a weekly basis, according to the more or less quiet days. Some sectors, such as 
retail, structure training times according to the workload, as one trainer explains 

For example, on Saturdays, it's very rare that we have time with the apprentices, be-
cause that's when people go out more, so... (Ivana, OJT retail manager) 

The strategies also depend on sectors specificities, company sizes and on-the-job trainers 
involvement. 

3.2 Postponing Training Another Way to Deal With the Constraints 
A new strategy emerged in our corpus: postponing training, i.e. organising training on a 

deferred basis according to the imperatives of productive work, linked to specific constraints 
(off-peak or overloaded periods) or weather conditions. This postponement can take place over 
different periods of time, and can be referred to as weekly, monthly or annualised training man-
agement. In sectors characterised by irregular rhythms (peak periods in the catering industry, 
high season in the hotel and retail sectors, holiday periods or sales periods in the retail sector), 
anticipating busy periods and, conversely, off-peak periods, makes it possible to organise train-
ing on a seasonal basis. 

When asked if they felt they had enough time to look after apprentice-related tasks, some 
OJTs working in the green trades said: 

In winter, there's more time to study plants or anything else (Franck, OJT/manager 
landscape gardener horticulturist) 

Sectors dependent on climatic conditions adapt their training programmes accordingly to a 
seasonal basis. 

However, the latter are also experiencing last-minute postponements, more akin to the 
strategy of time filler described above: 

For example, if it's raining and the apprentices stay here [don't go out to the sites], we go 
to the break room and study together, or sometimes we go to the garden centre or a nursery and 
study the plants, I give them tips and tricks. (Helena, OJT landscape gardener) 
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For this OJT, rainy days are an opportunity to make progress in training apprentices, par-
ticularly on the more theoretical aspects of the occupation. 

One operations agent explained that if the weather was bad, he would allow his apprentices 
to complete their training documents during working hours. These aspects are also found in the 
German-language interviews. The weather’s vagaries therefore represent "unhoped-for" oppor-
tunities to free up time that would otherwise be taken up by productive tasks. 

In short, a variety of training in the interstices can be seen: training organised according to 
off-peak periods (during the day, over the week, the month, the season or the year), training 
organised according to weather conditions (predictable, because it is a 'bad' season for green 
jobs, or unpredictable). Apart from improvisations linked to the vagaries of the weather, this 
training in the interstices could be planned in advance, whereas the strategy illustrated in the 
literature is more akin to a reactive phenomenon. 

3.3 Willingness to Follow Continuing Education (Results from Questionnaire Survey) 
Time management for training apprentices was not addressed directly in the questionnaire 

survey, but it can be read through the availability for following continuing education courses 
indicated by OJTs. In this respect, Chi-2 analysis cross-referencing the preferred months with 
the sectors of activity has made it possible to highlight the favourable or unfavourable periods 
for continuing education, and by extension for training apprentices (see Appendix B)1 

Table 1 
Most selected months for continuing education 

Sector 1st choice 2nd choice 3rd choice 
Agriculture February January November 
Industry February  Indifferent March  
IT February  Indifferent March  
Construction  February  January March 
Trade February March January 
Hotels February  November January  
Admin Indifferent November March 
Health-Education November  February March 

 
Taking all the responses together, it would appear that, overall, OJTs are more available in 

certain months (see Table 1). This is particularly the case for February, March and November, 
which are relatively quiet months for training, as apprentices do not have exams or other im-
portant deadlines. In some sectors specifically, these months correspond to the low season (for 
example, in the hotel and catering industry, but also in commerce). It can be noted that sectors 
most affected by seasonal or meteorological hazards - i.e. agriculture and construction - stand 
out from the others in that their responses fluctuate widely, indicating that availability is par-
ticularly high in the winter months and very low in the summer. 

Conversely, the summer months and December were the least popular with respondents 
(see Table 2). On the one hand, this is a period marked by non-negotiable training issues, i.e. 
the exam period (June), but also the period when new apprentices start apprenticeship (July, 
August) and, for some sectors, the combination with a high season (hotels and restaurants or 
agriculture, forestry and landscaping). On the other hand, it is the time of the annual holidays 
(in some sectors, such as construction, even a period when compulsory holidays are set). De-
cember is also one of the months with the lowest number of employees, in five of the eight 
sectors considered. Many factors come into play: the end of calendar year, related deadlines 
and the closing of accounts in many sectors; the end of semester in the VET school and the 
training follow-up that this may entail in the company; and Christmas and New Year holidays 
period. 
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Table 2 
Least selected months for continuing education 

Sector Second-best choice Second last choice Last choice 
Agriculture October August July 
Industry December August July 
IT June August July 
Construction  September June July/August 
Trade Indifferent December July/August 
Hotels December August July 
Admin December August July 
Health-Education December August July 

 
Another noteworthy result concerns the "indifferent period" option, selected to a greater or 

lesser extent depending on the sector: it was the second most popular option in the industry and 
IT sectors, and even the most popular in the administration sector. Hence, sectors that are less 
subject to seasonal fluctuations (high/low season), variations in work volume (busy/heavy pe-
riods) or weather conditions, are a higher flexibility for training times. 

The answers as to when it is best to take training therefore depend to a large extent on the 
type of activity and the specific conditions in which it is carried out. Our results highlight the 
very considerable heterogeneity between sectors. From the information on OJTs readiness to 
take part in continuing education, it is possible to extrapolate their availability to train appren-
tices. In fact, the periods in certain sectors when it seems unthinkable to take part in continuing 
education are probably also too busy to provide apprentices with optimum support. The signif-
icant annual variation observed in readiness to follow courses is mirrored in readiness to train. 
This extrapolation is valid for periods when the difficulty in taking ongoing training is linked 
to a peak in production activity (high season or "good" season) or management activity (ac-
counts closing or project deadlines), but probably not for situations where the lower availability 
to take training is linked to important periods for apprentice training (exams or welcoming 
newcomers). On the contrary, these periods could correspond to a heavier training load, with 
OJTs supporting exam preparation (in particular by having certain training content repeated, 
reworking certain tasks, etc.) and making themselves available for welcoming new apprentices 
(welcome days or weeks). Despite these specific cases, results complement the findings on time 
management, but above all provide a better understanding of the strategies developed by OJTs, 
in particular that of postponing training. 

4 Discussion and Conclusion 

4.1 Seasonal Strategies reflecting the Primacy of Production Logic 
The seasonal strategies put in place to cope with production-training tension underline the 

primacy of the production logic over the training logic in our results (Lamamra & Duc, 2021). 
Indeed, OJTs adapt apprentices’ training to the company needs, either by not training on days 
of the week when the workload is particularly heavy, when there are more customers, or during 
periods when activity is at its peak, particularly when it is dependent on the seasons, or by 
training during slack periods in terms of activity or customers, or when it's raining. 

4.2 Planned versus "Reactive" Interstices 
Another aspect to be noted in our results concerns the so-called time filler strategy 

(Baumeler & Lamamra, 2019). While the literature reports strategies that seem to be 'impro-
vised', implemented reactively, on the spur of the moment, depending on the reality of the ac-
tivity, in this corpus some of the forms described above seem to be more 'planned', taking into 
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account weekly, monthly or even annual workloads, as well as seasonal requirements. This 
form of the time filler strategy, aimed at anticipating training times in the long term, clashes 
with the training organisation as conceived by the dual system. 

4.3 A Temporal Organisation of Training that questions the Dual Structure 
Formally, the training plans governing dual VET stipulate that apprenticeships at voca-

tional schools and in companies must coincide, particularly in terms of time (Federal Law on 
Vocational Training of 13 December 2002 [LFPr]). The vocational skills learnt at school should 
also be covered in the training company during the same period (usually the same semester). 
Although this is often difficult and is a major challenge for the dual system39F

4 , our results show 
that this parallel learning is sometimes almost impossible. In fact, our data show a very different 
reality in the field, with some training content being dealt with asynchronously between the two 
training locations, largely because of constraints linked to the production logic of the training 
companies. The results therefore call the dual system into question. Shouldn't the training or-
ganisation be rethought in depth, considering the temporal constraints that make up in-company 
training? 

4.4 Conclusion 
The aim of this article was to highlight the way in which the tension between producing 

and training influences the training organisation in companies, when it takes place on a weekly, 
monthly, seasonal or even annual basis. Postponing training emerged as a frequently chosen 
option. This result has highlighted as a national level and for companies of various sizes the 
importance of the tension between producing and training, the varieties of strategies used to 
face this major constraint, and the strong commitment of OJTs. Indeed, their strategies reveal 
the desire to “do their job well”, i.e., to fulfil their mission as trainers despite everything. Their 
training mission, the preparation of future professionals, the transmission of their occupation 
and the perpetuation of the dual system are important to them, as part of the sense given to their 
function. 

This strong motivation to train despite the constraints can sometimes bring them to opt for 
strategies (time filler and compulsory extra tuition, Baumeler & Lamamra, 2019) showing their 
limits, in legal terms, but also in terms of health at work. First, the double mission of producing 
and training already impacts health by creating stressful environments, both for OJTs and ap-
prentices. Second, the lack of time to train prevents OJTs to transmit general health knowledge, 
out of security measures (Duc & Lamamra, 2022). Third, using certain strategies participate to 
increase fatigue, and also risks at work. 

The postponement of training identified here seems to be a more effective strategy. In fact, 
it allows productive work to be carried out and does not jeopardise the company's economic 
activity, while allowing the OJTs to fulfil their mission. It therefore offers them a way out of 
the contradiction in which the dual system places them: providing production and training at 
the same time. Finally, it allows them to protect themselves, to preserve their health: they do 
not have to endlessly extend their working days or give up their breaks to fulfil their training 
mission. In doing so, they also protect apprentices’ health. Postponing training therefore ap-
pears to be a viable solution for the dual system, even though it calls into question its very 
foundations. 

 
 

4  The link between training locations is a recurring issue in the dual system (Sauli et al., 2021; Losa & Filliettaz, 
2018; Sappa & Aprea, 2018; Sauli, 2021). 
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Appendices 
Summary table of participants in individual interviews 

Username G L Status Sector Inner 
size 

Mehdi M F OJT Construction and mining Medium 
Michele M I OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Medium 
Jessika F I OJT Trade and transport Medium 
Lucrezia F I OJT Construction and mining Medium 
Enzo M I OJT Agriculture, forestry and livestock Medium 
Carmen F I OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Medium 
Aurélie F F OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Medium 
Lidia F F OJT Agriculture, forestry and livestock Medium 

Valérie F F OJT Management, administration, banking and insurance and 
legal professions Medium 

Lorenzo M I OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Medium 
Helena F F OJT Agriculture, forestry and livestock Medium 
Inès F F OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Medium 
Ivana F F OJT Trade and transport Medium 
Carole F F OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Medium 
Luigi M G OJT Trade and transport Small 
Jonas M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Roman M G OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Large 
Samuel M G OJT Construction and mining Small 
Boris M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Loris M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Francis M G OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Micro 
Oscar M G OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Micro 
Anita F G OJT Trade and transport Micro 
Dejan M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Medium 
Adel M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Bernard M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Greta F G OJT Technical and IT Small 
Linda F G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Angela F G OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Small 
Loris M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Kenza F G OJT/own. Hotels, restaurants and personal services Micro 
Yvonne F G OJT Trade and transport Large 
Hubert M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Leyla F G OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Small 
Christopher M G OJT Agriculture, forestry and livestock Micro 
Florian M G OJT Agriculture, forestry and livestock Micro 
Marius, Fa-
bio M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 

Bruno M G OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Large 
Anna F G OJT Technical and IT Medium 
Andreia F G OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Micro 
Eva, Maria F G OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Small 
Chiara F G OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Medium 
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Conrad M G OJT/own. Agriculture, forestry and livestock Micro 
Marlene F G OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Small 
Eric M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Medium 
Amalia F G OJT Health, education, culture and scientific professions Small 
Franz M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Silke F G OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Medium 
Manfred M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Manuela F G OJT Hotels, restaurants and personal services Small 
Claude M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Aslan M G OJT Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Vincent M G OJT/own. Hotels, restaurants and personal services Micro 
Ralf M G OJT/own. Agriculture, forestry and livestock Micro 
Alexander M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Micro 
Lars M G Own. Trade and transport Small 
Harold M G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
August M G OJT/own. Construction and mining Small 
Franck M G Own. Agriculture, forestry and livestock Micro 
Lukas M G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
René M G Own. Construction and mining Small 
Winfried M G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Mathias, 
Ivan M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 

Jacqueline F G OJT/own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Micro 
Klaus M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Otto M G Own. Trade and transport Micro 
Imelda F G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Medium 
Andreas M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Ulla F G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Jörg M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Nora F G OJT/own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Small 
Davide M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Johannes M G Own. Technical and IT Small 
Jürg M G OJT/own. Trade and transport Micro 
Mark M G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Andri M G Own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Small 
Yanis M G OJT/own. Construction and mining Small 
Emma F G Own. Trade and transport Large 
Dieter M G OJT/own. Construction and mining Small 
Norbert M G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Felix M G Own. Hotels, restaurants and personal services Small 
Karl M G Own. Agriculture, forestry and livestock Micro 
Ludwig M G Own. Agriculture, forestry and livestock Micro 
Brandon M G Own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Large 
Yuri M G Own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Micro 
Emanuel M G Own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Small 
Maurice M G Own. Hotels, restaurants and personal services Medium 
Ulrike F G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Erika F G OJT/own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Small 
Odile F G Own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Small 
Rosa F G OJT/own. Health, education, culture and scientific professions Micro 
Frank M G OJT/own. Agriculture, forestry and livestock Micro 
Alfred M G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Renate F G Own. Hotels, restaurants and personal services Medium 
Julius M G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
Lorenz M G OJT/own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Small 
Ursula F G OJT/own. Trade and transport Micro 
Hugo M G Own. Industry and trades (excluding construction) Large 
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Note. OJT=On-the-job trainers; Own.=Owners; Company sizes: Micro=1-9 employees, Small=10-49 employ-
ees, Medium=50-249 employees, Large=250+ employees. G = Gender, L = Language 

 
Favourite months by business sector (numbers and percentages) 
 Agri 

(n=150) 
Indu 
(n=585) 

Info 
(n=415) 

Constr 
(n=841) 

Comm 
(n=324) 

Hot 
(n=341) 

Admin 
(n=1'028) 

He-Te 
(n=1'309) 

χ² 

January – 31% 89 170 120 359 121 134 159 383 248*** 
59% 29% 29% 43% 37% 39% 15% 29% 

February – 41% 91 232 165 442 144 151 297 510 1401*** 
61% 40% 40% 53% 44% 44% 29% 39% 

March – 37% 44 206 149 345 127 121 358 499 n.s. 
29% 35% 36% 41% 39% 35% 35% 38% 

April – 27% 23 142 115 196 99 97 327 367 33*** 
15% 24% 28% 23% 31% 28% 32% 28% 

May – 24% 22 129 91 118 91 73 301 384 95*** 
15% 22% 22% 14% 28% 21% 29% 29% 

June – 18% 24 100 67 69 78 54 218 268 81*** 
16% 17% 16% 8% 24% 16% 21% 20% 

July – 6% 12 40 33 29 34 30 72 72 30*** 
8% 7% 8% 3% 10% 9% 7% 5% 

August – 8% 14 45 41 29 34 38 86 99 36*** 
9% 8% 10% 3% 10% 11% 8% 8% 

September – 23% 20 141 98 99 91 55 261 384 115*** 
13% 24% 24% 12% 28% 16% 25% 29% 

October – 27% 19 144 107 141 91 100 329 409 90*** 
13% 25% 26% 17% 28% 29% 32% 31% 

November – 37% 59 193 149 271 111 144 385 536 27*** 
39% 33% 36% 32% 34% 42% 37% 401% 

December – 13% 56 76 68 140 49 43 101 139 106*** 
37% 13% 16% 17% 15% 13% 10% 11% 

Indifferent – 34% 24 212 150 247 73 87 400 489 80*** 
16% 36% 36% 29% 23% 26% 39% 37% 

Note. * : p < .05 ; ** : p < .01 ; *** : p < .001 ; n.s. not significant. Agri=Agriculture, forestry and livestock 
occupations; Indu=Industry and arts and crafts occupations (except construction); Info=Technical and computer 
occupations; Constr=Construction and mining occupations; Comm= Commercial occupations and transport and 
traffic occupations; Hot= Hotel, restaurant and personal services occupations; Admin=Management, administra-
tion, banking and insurance occupations and judicial occupations; Hea-Te=Health, teaching and cultural occupa-
tions and scientific occupations. 
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Abstract 
Context: This exploratory paper focuses on the role of vocational training institutions in the 
Kenyan domestic worker labour migration industry to the Gulf states. It is currently estimated 
that 300,000 Kenyan women work as domestic workers in the Gulf states, although the number 
is likely to be underestimated. 
Approach: This ethnographic research consists of fieldwork in three different schools and in-
terviews with students, teachers, directors and stakeholders involved in the domestic worker 
labour migration from Kenya to the Gulf states. The analytical framework consists of labour 
migration theory, black feminism and critical pedagogy for understanding how women who are 
enrolled in pre-departure training, mandatory for migrating to the Gulf states, negotiate various 
steps in the migration chain. 
Findings: The findings point to the various ways women express agency. More specifically, 
they learn to become a docile and malleable workforce while simultaneously articulating vari-
ous strategies for coping and, at times, resisting attempts to inferiorise and exploit them. 

Keywords 
gender, migration, domestic work, Kenya, Gulf states 

1 Introduction 
There is a growing recognition that various intermediaries—such as staffing agencies, mul-

tinational corporations, and local brokers—have a significant impact on labour migration dy-
namics. In this context, educational institutions such as vocational training schools are becom-
ing increasingly important in practice but have so far attracted little research attention in labour 
migration research (Killias, 2019). This paper proposes that to gain a comprehensive under-
standing of global labour migration (circular or long-term) we must investigate how these in-
termediaries contribute to shaping the regulatory frameworks that govern labour migration and 
how subjects negotiate these complex frameworks. In this regard, these intermediaries not just 
facilitate the crossing of borders for migrants; they also engage with government bodies. In 
their research Axelsson et al. (2022) post that labour migration rules are continuously created 
and modified through the exchanges between intermediaries and the state. Axelsson et al. label 
these exchanges: ‘Regulatory spaces’ (2022:595). 

This is an exploratory paper which is part of an ongoing research project on the Kenyan 
domestic worker labour migration industry to the Gulf states (Formas 2021-00984) (Mählck, 
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2025). It is currently estimated that 300,000 Kenyan women work as domestic workers in the 
Gulf states, although the number is likely to be underestimated. It is a highly vulnerable work-
force, and oppressive work conditions and various forms of violence, physical, psychological, 
and sexual, are frequently reported in public media. Because of this, the Kenyan state banned 
the bilateral agreements with various states in the Middle East in 2014. However, new agree-
ments have been put in place in 2019. A novelty in the new agreements is the pre-departure 
training of domestic workers, which is made mandatory. Yet very little is known about the 
training conditions or the schools' role and function in the migration chain. 

By interrogating formal, state-initiated, pre-departure training of Kenyan women who are 
about to embark on domestic work labour migration to the Gulf states, this paper highlights that 
vocational training of domestic workers occurs in a context where power dynamics play a cru-
cial role. More specifically, this paper will analyze how women training to become domestic 
workers navigate and negotiate power dynamics during their pre-departure training, which 
takes place in learning institutions governed and controlled by the state and other intermediaries 
such as brokers and agencies. 

2 Toward a Feminist and Decolonial Theoretical Framework for Analysing the ‘Regu-
latory Spaces’ of Domestic Worker Labour Migration Chains 
While being in the middle of a research process, this paper explores the possibility of ap-

plying the concept of 'Regulatory spaces' (Axelsson et al., 2022) in the analysis of the domestic 
worker labour migration industry between Kenya and the Gulf states. A focus on ‘Regulatory 
spaces’ implies interrogating the power dynamics between intermediaries and the state and how 
these dynamics co-produce the conditions of labor migration. The 'Regulatory spaces' perspec-
tive moves beyond a solely macro-level understanding of migration chains. It challenges the 
notion that the state is either the primary actor responsible for or, conversely, rendered obsolete 
in migration and mobility studies, as suggested by much of the research on globalization pro-
cesses that emphasizes fluidity and mobility of people, capital and information. Instead, this 
perspective underscores the importance of exploring the negotiations that occur among various 
actors, including states. Additionally, the explicit focus on spatiality in the ‘Regulatory spaces’ 
perspective adds significant value to the emerging field of educational studies through spatial 
perspectives (Larsen & Beech, 2014; Mählck, 2016) which until now have not focused on vo-
cational training in labour migration. A spatial perspective emphasizes the understanding of 
space that moves beyond place and instead how place/space is constructed through a continuum 
of social relations. From this perspective, it is possible to analyse locations and design of edu-
cational institutions as built-in pedagogical instructions (Mählck, 2024). In this paper, I depart 
from black pedagogical feminism (hooks, 2004), which sees pedagogies as a social relation 
which is co-produced between subjects and between subjects and the context for action. Fol-
lowing this line of thought, the next section will outline theoretical concepts that will be used 
for analyzing how women students negotiate these instructions. 

Central in the analysis will be examining the meaning-making processes of women stu-
dents, their strategies for coping, and, at times, their acts of resistance - essentially, how they 
may ‘Unlearn’ (Mählck, 2024) to become 'preferred' migrant domestic workers. Unlearning is 
a theoretical concept that emphasizes the agency of subjects such as seeing, thinking, and doing 
things in ways that are usually not done. I here insert an example of Unlearning; when domestic 
workers emphasise the hard, difficult and delicate labour of taking care of a household and the 
pride they take in doing this work in the best possible way, they Unlearn the view of domestic 
and care work as low-skilled and low-valued work. While processes of learning differently have 
been discussed in Western philosophical contexts, in particular Biesta (2017) suggests that 
learning differently can be understood as a praxis of resistance, it has also been taken up in 
African decolonial Feminisms, notably in the philosophical work of Syliva Tamale (2020). In 
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her work Tamale, draws from Paulo Freire’s concept of ‘Concentisation’ to theorize how the 
shared experience of a history of colonialism and slave trade informs resistance practices of 
contemporary African women. Through empirical educational research Mählck (2024) devel-
ops the concept of ‘Unlearning’ for researching how contemporary domestic workers in Dar es 
Salaam, Tanzania Unlearn their expatriate employers’ attempt to diminish them and sometimes 
dehumanise them. In this prior research, the domestic workers’ processes of Unlearning re-
ferred to refusing to sign contracts that they could not read or contracts that had been manipu-
lated to suit the employer’s needs. In other words, the domestic workers Unlearned processes 
that would otherwise result in lowering the value of their labour and of them as workers and 
human beings. 

In a context of power and privilege where domestic workers could lose their job simply 
because they cooked the food in the wrong way, the domestic workers in Dar es Salaam also 
developed learning practices of coping. Here, coping moves away from a static condition of 
maintaining equilibrium, but instead highlights how coping is not still standing. Learning to 
cope involved the hard work of learning to labor to survive under conditions of precarity and 
sometimes violence. 

In the research presented in this paper, the explicit focus is on the processes of meaning- 
making of Kenyan women training to take up labour as a domestic worker in the Gulf states,  
Unlearning and learning to cope, will contribute with new knowledge to the complex and con-
tradictory processes of the production of ‘Regulatory spaces’ in the domestic worker labour 
migration industry from a gender and decolonial perspective and stressing the agency of women 
workers. 

3 Data and Methodology 
The paper draws from extensive fieldwork in three schools offering pre-departure training 

in the Nairobi area. The schools represent different ownership structures. The fieldwork was 
carried out in November 2023; another round is planned for March 2025. Data consists of edu-
cation policies, course curricula, individual interviews (N=17) and group interviews (N=6) with 
students. Information interviews with teachers, directors, owners of schools and other actors in 
the migration chain have also been conducted (N=7). Moreover, participant observation in 
classrooms as well as taking part in various course modules is also part of the data collection. 
Data is currently being processed, and guiding principles are African feminist decolonial field-
work methods (Nhemachena et al., 2016) and feminist sociological method for researching the 
everyday in institutional contexts (Coockburn, 2020; Mählck, 2024; Smith 1989, 2005). 

4 Preliminary Results 
The preliminary results point to close connections between different intermediaries that 

make up the regulatory spaces of the domestic work labor migration. One example of such 
complex power dynamics is the difficulties in discerning ownership of vocational training in-
stitutions. Another is the relationship between brokers and vocational institutions, which is par-
ticularly delicate and difficult to investigate. 

The schools are located on the outskirts of Nairobi, often in poorer and rural areas. Typi-
cally, the schools are gated compounds with guards navigating the entrance or exit of the 
schools. When they are not in class, the women eat in large cafeterias and sleep in large and 
crowded dormitories, leaving very little room for personal space. Frequently the women com-
plained about not receiving enough food or food which lacked meat, vegetables and fruits. From 
a spatial perspective, and as developed in previous research,  Mählck (2024) has analyzed the 
location and design of houses as built-in pedagogical instructions, hence extending educational 
research beyond the analysis of literature, curricula or processes of learning. In the research 
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discussed in this paper, the schools transmit a built-in instruction of the value given to women 
who are training to become migrant domestic workers. Furthermore, when asked about the 
presence of guards and high fences around the schools, managers often stated that they needed 
to protect the women. A deeper examination of this concern reveals the diverse interests of 
various stakeholders, with comments like "we need to protect our investments" illustrating how 
women are viewed within the labor migration chain. 

The women are predominantly young, between 21-30 years old, in few cases up to 42 years 
old. The majority are single mothers. Being family providers, combined with a lack of employ-
ment opportunities, was the main driver for their decision to migrate, despite the various diffi-
culties of labor migration being well known to them. There is a great variation in how the 
women learn and negotiate the content of courses, mainly because of differences in their prior 
educational background, ranging from Higher Education degrees to having very poor education 
in reading and writing in English and/or in their mother tongue. Against this backdrop, the most 
vulnerable students are preparing coping strategies for meeting the demands of schools, which 
demand written assignments in English to graduate. They are also narrating coping strategies 
in relation to future employers. In particular, the women are preparing for how they will nego-
tiate expectations of having formal skills in cleaning, cooking, and caring in a context that is 
largely unknown to them, moreover, under conditions of not being able to understand the lan-
guage of their employers and, at times, not being able to read and write at a level that is ex-
pected. 

The risks involved in the labour migration were well known to the women and the majority 
expressed fear of being exposed to violence or even being killed. However, some women also 
expressed processes of Unlearning, for example by emphasizing what they thought they could 
teach their employers about Kenya and Kenyan culture, hence challenging the understanding 
of domestic workers as victims or as passive. Moreover, resisting processes of inferiorizing 
Kenyan culture vis-a-vi the receiving country. Another preliminary example which points at 
processes of Unlearning, was the emphasis women placed in staying in contact once they had 
arrived so they would be able to share information on work conditions, salaries and to support 
each other if they were exposed to violence or harassment. At predeparture training they had 
also learned that they could contact the agency or the Kenyan embassy and report any miscon-
duct on the behalf of the employer. This narrative stands in contrast with previous research 
which has portrayed domestic workers as a particularly isolated workforce, being difficult to 
organize due to the nature of the work, which is taking place in private households. Domestic 
workers have, historically and today a long history of organizing for better work conditions in 
the region, sometimes, as in Tanzania, even before other laboring groups (Mählck 2024). More-
over, the UN Domestic Workers Convention of C 189 which aim is to ensure domestic workers 
rights was ratified in many countries in the Global South, for example Argentina in 2014, long 
before countries in the Global North, for example Sweden, which ratified the convention in 
2019. Here I am suggesting that the women’s narratives point to how they Unlearn the subject 
position of belonging to a workforce unable to organize or knowing how to fend for themselves. 

While the women narrate how they prepare for traveling and remain in the Gulf states 
during the ascribed period, very few narrate the necessary steps they would undertake to return 
to Kenya. Again, the role of intermediaries is crucial; here in terms of being less visible in 
women’s return narratives. The question remains, if and how the other authorities of the labor 
migration chain will meet the women’s aspirations of shaping the ‘Regulatory spaces’ of the 
labor migration chain in the direction of their interest; that is, for a safe labor migration to and 
from the Gulf states and decent work conditions while there. 

These preliminary results point at the complex entanglement of actors co-constructing the 
Regulatory spaces of the domestic worker labour migration industry between Kenya and the 
Gulf states. In particular, the involvement of women domestic workers in negotiating these 
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spaces challenges the view of women domestic workers as passive. What remains to be done is 
to dig deeper into the complexities and nuances of the current data, to triangulate the findings 
with new fieldwork as well as finetuning the analytical framework and research methods of this 
multimethod and multilayered ethnographic research. 
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Abstract 
Context: This paper describes and analyses two organizations in the Third Sector of Social 
Action in Spain that provide vocational education and training (VET) for vulnerable young 
people. Approach: We have examined French sociological sources, such as the sociology of 
conventions and Dubet’s work on the decline of modernity, to identify patterns of stability and 
change in discourse and practice within these organizations, with a particular focus on the im-
pact of joining the Spanish Association of Second Chance Schools in the past decade. 
Findings: We identify commonalities in both organizations; however, there are also differences 
related to their organizational legal status and the methods they use to select staff, with the 
mission of the organization being particularly relevant in case 2. 
Conclusions: We observe a decrease in political involvement among staff in case 1, while in 
case 2, it is maintained, albeit with some tensions, where there is greater stability but also at the 
expense of internal conflict. A stronger sense of ownership of the association is evident in case 
2. Both organizations are facing a generational transition in the coming years that should be 
planned to ensure their institutional identities are preserved. 

Keywords 
vocational education and training, second chance schools, organizational identity 

1 Introduction 
We are conducting research on the changing role of Third Sector of Social Action in the provi-
sion of Vocational Training in Spain along recent decades, with funding from the Ministry of 
Science and Innovation. It is a four-year research project, and we have already covered its first 
half. 

Our focus of inquiry in this contribution tries to uncover the changing discourses and prac-
tices of vocational training provision of two organizations that promote Second Chance Schools 
(one of them an association and the other a foundation, one spread along the country while the 
other one remains a small local organization) and the extent to which they are being able to 
maintain their own mission and identity or these have been diluted in the networks in which 
they are linked and the wider model developed by the Spanish Association of Second Chance 
Schools. 
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2 Context 
The Third Sector of Social Action in the country finds its modern origins in the political 

transition to democracy in the 1970s, where many citizenship-promoted initiatives were initi-
ated with three foundations: a) political and local roots organized themselves to address social 
needs in a context in which the public administrations were not ready to solve or were incapable 
of doing so; b) religious orders from the Catholic Church engaged in providing educational 
support, formal and non-formal, in marginalized areas and with populations in the poor suburbs 
of the fast-growing cities; and c) the late start-up of public social services administered by mu-
nicipalities in the early and mid 1980s. 

Along the 1980s and 1990s, the basis for the current Welfare State in Spain were set 
(Marhuenda-Fluixá & Abiétar, 2014), not without conflict and trouble caused by a combination 
of decentralization and lack of funding and expansion, where non-profit organizations played a 
major role as they were already established as relevant service providers and had gained the 
respect of the population they served, given the insufficient attention and support that the public 
administrations were able to provide. These decades witness a combination of three related 
processes: a) increasing professionalization, that has an impact upon the voluntary basis of the 
non-profit sector; b) trend towards specialization in the provision of services, one of which is 
vocational training that is established as a recognized sector of its own; and c) a growing de-
pendency upon external funding, first provided by the unemployment budget, then by the Eu-
ropean Social Fund when Spain joined the European Communities in 1986. Only recently ESF 
has paid attention to the role of non-governmental organizations in the provision of VET (Mar-
kowitsch et al., 2024). 

With the turn of the century and the Great Recession in 2008 (Martínez-Morales & 
Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2021), the Welfare State is subject to severe crisis of its possibilities and 
coverage, as well as a delegitimating process, resulting in a mixed model of management of 
public services and a progressive privatization. Vocational training provision and management 
is subject to this conflict and tensions, while there is a process of regulation, that would take 
shape in a Law 43/2015, passed in 2015, and institutionalization, gaining recognition as service 
and training provider (Fundación Luis Vives, 2011). The case of Spain in addressing dropout 
and providing educational pathways for youth out of the system through non-formal VET is 
relevant for the combination of vocational qualifications and social support as ways to promote 
social inclusion by applying educational measures out of the education system (Marhuenda-
Fluixá & Martínez Morales, 2019). 

The Financial Crisis in 2008 causes an increase in social vulnerability, while the public 
administration cannot guarantee social support and cohesion (Foessa, 2014, 2019). There is a 
need for the non-profit organizations to search for alternative funding mechanisms, before the 
lack of capacity of the citizens supporting the sector and the retreat of the State due to austerity 
policies. The rise of the social economy plays a relevant role in assisting these organizations, 
which were already well-established actors undergoing a severe legitimation crisis (Subirats 
2010; Peña López et al., 2013). The sector tries to recover its political foundations and strength-
ens networking activities to gain visibility and impact (Arnanz et al., 2017), among which we 
can witness the grounding of the Spanish Association of Second Chance Schools40F

1. 
While overcoming the effects of the economic crisis, the Covid-19 pandemic as well as the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine (already initiated in 2014) contribute to a complex situation where 
precarization expands and reaches vocational trainers too (Marhuenda-Fluixá & Molpeceres-
Pastor, 2020), while there is a move within organizations towards emphasizing the qualification 

 
 

1  The research group Transicions established at UV has a cooperation agreement with this Association since 
2016 to facilitate research and mutual assistance. 
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role before the social function that they have. This movement is aligned with the consolidation 
and renewal of the collective agreement ruling working conditions in the Third Sector of Social 
Action and with vocational training recognized as one of the four areas among the services they 
provide: social and labor integration is one of the missions of the Third Sector, together with 
psychosocial and health intervention41F

2..The Law 3/2022 that updates regulations on Vocational 
Education and Training in the country recognizes, for the first time, that non-profit organiza-
tions can be legitimate actors providing vocational training. In parallel, there are dynamics of 
cooperation and differentiation among social institutions, agencies and social movements 
(Arnanz et al., 2019; Mora & Lorenzo, 2021). 

3 Theory and Research Question 
Therefore, along the past decades, the Third Sector of Social Action has developed pro-

grams of Vocational Training that have been relevant in the provision of Vocational Training 
for marginalized population (Marhuenda-Fluixá & Martínez-Morales, 2019) and with a partic-
ular focus upon people with disabilities (Bengoetxea & Fajardo, 2020), and these have become 
well-established initiatives within the Social Economy (Chaves & Vañó, 2023). Vocational 
training has become an axis to combat social exclusion even though the role of employment in 
social inclusion and the role of training in educational and social policies is not anymore what 
it may have been 40 years ago. 

This increasing recognition of vocational training provided by non-profit organizations 
happens while the Modernity program has entered a severe crisis with a profound impact upon 
employment (Castel, 2009) and education and training (Dubet, 2010a, 2010b) and what Dubet 
(2006) names the ‘work upon others’, including social work, nursing and education occupa-
tions. The organizations of the Third Sector in Spain providing VET find themselves amidst 
these crisis and tensions. 

In our analysis we take into account three dimensions that converge in the Third Sector of 
Social Action providing vocational training (Molpeceres et al., 2024): a) the changing notions 
of socio-educational intervention that are linked to its institutionalization and professionaliza-
tion, as well as the expansion of activation policies that tend to lay most responsibility on the 
individual him/herself (Montalba-Ocaña & Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2024); b) the weakening impact 
of employment as a cornerstone for social inclusion and to achieve adult citizenships status, 
while it is being displaced and replaced by employability discourses and even self-entrepre-
neurship, all of which have an impact upon qualification and training policies and practices 
(Bernad et al., 2022); and c) the changing role of participation and citizenship too, particularly 
related to the ways in which the public and the private spheres are intertwined. 

This contribution will address the first of these three dimensions, attempting to tackle how 
non-profit organizations have shaped their discourses and practices to adapt to these activation 
policies and how these are reconstructed to allocate them within their own mission and organ-
izational identities. 

4 Method 
We have prepared a database with more than 60 non-profit organizations offering vocational 
training in one Spanish region according to different variables, including a) geographical scope, 
b) year they were established, c) population profile that gets the attention of the organization, 

 
 

2  Resolución de 18 de octubre de 2022, de la Dirección General de Trabajo, por la que se registra y publica el 
Convenio colectivo de acción e intervención social 2022-2024. BOE n. 259, 28 October  2022, pp. 147673 - 
147738 
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d) legal status of the organization, e) civic basis of the organization, f) size (of employed work-
ers, voluntary workers and trainees), g) kind of funding sources, h) focus of their vocational 
intervention, i) occupational sectors in which they provide training and j) networks to which 
they belong. 

We have preselected a dozen organizations attempting to maximize differences. Among 
them, there are two Second Chance Schools, and these are the two that will be addressed in this 
contribution as case studies, where we draw upon in-depth interviews with staff and volunteers 
and analysis of documentation of their practice and the discourse, they have produced to explain 
themselves. 

5 Results 
Here below, we describe both cases and explain the extent to which these organizations are 

being able to keep their own institutional identity or whether they are adapting their discourse 
and practice to the model provided by the Spanish Association of Second Chance Schools 
(Marhuenda-Fluixá & Chisvert-Tarazona, 2022; Martínez-Morales, 2021). 

What are the changing notions of socio-educational intervention and how are they linked 
to its institutionalization and professionalization? Has the expansion of activation policies laid 
most responsibility on the individual him/herself? We attempt to tackle how these second 
chance schools have shaped their discourses and practices and whether they have adapted them 
to these activation policies and how these are reconstructed to accommodate their mission and 
organizational identity. 

5.1 Case 1 
The first organization was first established in 1991. Locally promoted by a group of profession-
als committed to the social and educational promotion of a deprived area in the suburbs of a 
large city, it was first conceived as a combination of pre-vocational workshops for young people 
who had not finished compulsory schooling, aged 14 at the time. These workshops took place 
in a municipal building that was abandoned, and this group of people, members of a state-wide 
Foundation, arranged for a long-term use assignment by the municipality, where they are still 
located. Already in 1994, they were entitled by the regional administration of education to pre-
pare young people for the Graduate in Secondary Education. 

Professionals in this institution are members of a larger international Foundation, and they 
have similar workshops and initiatives in other cities in the country, although they work with 
full autonomy and professionals are accountable before their local groups. In 2015, this Foun-
dation contributed to the setting up of the Spanish Association of Second Chance Schools42F

3 and 
in 2017 case 1 become an accredited second chance school, while other social and educational 
resources of the Foundation in the city and the area did not apply for this process. 

Its mission being the integral promotion of adolescents and young adults in the quarter 
where they are located, along the years they have received young people from all over the city 
and its surroundings, particularly since in 2020 the new system of Youth Day Care Centres 
applied and the institution did not longer take decisions on incoming youth, that was assigned 
by the public administration. 

There have been four different managers in the past seven years, this indicating problems 
in the management of the organization and also an indicator of tensions within. Furthermore, 
there has been a large renewal of staff in the organization in these past years, several of them 
opting out to become teachers in the formal VET system while others have applied for leaves. 

 
 

3  https://www.e2oespana.org 
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While quality policies in the institution, implemented almost a decade ago, contribute to 
an increasing professionalization that has come along with better working conditions, there is 
a decrease in the involvement of professionals and voluntary staff. 

Regarding its affiliation to the second chance school model, there seems to be certain de-
tachment in recent times, because of the takeover of staff that tends to limit its contribution to 
the particular programs for which they are hired rather than to the development of the whole 
organization. This has come with another recent detachment, that of the preparation for Grad-
uate in Secondary Education exams, this implying a fracture in the history of the organization. 

While prior to the Covid-19 lockdown the Foundation arranged for its different second 
chance schools in the country to develop their own model, several of the staff involved in that 
development work no longer in the organization and the model has not been explained to the 
new staff. 

5.2 Case 2 
The second organization was first established in 1993. It was also locally promoted by a group 
of professionals committed to the social and educational promotion of vulnerable young and 
adults, and these professionals had decided to leave another organization in which they worked 
and with which they showed discrepancies related to the aims and the ways to achieve them. 
They decided to establish an association, and it remains so nowadays. 

Soon after setting up the association, it had three locations in different deprived suburbs of 
a large urban area, and these have remained so until nowadays, in a way that allows to develop 
individualized pathways along these three locations, where ages and profiles of attendants vary 
according to age and educational needs: soft skills and personal development through pre-vo-
cational workshops in one of them; accredited vocational training in the second one and search 
for work in the third one. 

In 2016, this association facilitated the setting up of the Spanish Association of Second 
Chance Schools and in 2017 case 2 become an accredited second chance school, with the par-
ticularity that all three locations are part of the accredited school as a whole. 

Because of being an association, the democratic and participative roots are very alive and 
the involvement of the staff in decisions is very high, which results in two clear signs. On the 
one side, there is a strong commitment with the direction of the institution and the new staff is 
raised in this democratic culture, through strong selection mechanisms and also a well-known 
identity of the organization not only in the city but also in the country, causing professionals to 
want to join it. On the other side, democracy does not mean uniformity, and there can be strong 
debates around which direction should the organization take, and this is a motive of conflict 
around values, the culture of the organization but also with a clear impact upon the organiza-
tional climate, that sometimes suffer from this situation. 

However, the association, being local, is clearly identified with the second chance school 
model and therefore most members are committed to its development and securement. This 
includes engaging in research activities but also contributing to political lobbying both at the 
local, regional and national level. 

6 Discussion 
We will finalize our contribution by focusing on the commonalities as well as the differences 
among both cases. Having been established very close in time, in different locations in large 
cities, their political engagement and motivation to transform not only the lives of individuals 
but also the neighbourhoods where they are located have been clear since the very beginning, 
despite political engagement has decreased in case 1 whereas it has been sustained in case 2, 
where more voluntary engagement of professional staff can be perceived. Perhaps there is a 
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greater sense of ownership in the association than in the Foundation. The local roots are strong 
in both cases anyhow, and they are also shown in the links they establish to secondary and VET 
schools in their areas, although they act more as service providers to these schools than achieve 
to send their youth back to those schools despite their efforts. 

Among the differences, it is outstanding the weight of the Foundation behind case 1, to the 
extent that it has received funding from the European Social Fund, while that is not even a 
possibility under consideration in case 2. Nevertheless, both share many funding sources in 
common, be they public (local and regional) or private. However, the efforts to achieve private 
funding in the case of the association are much larger, as they do not have the backing of the 
Foundation behind them. 

Strong differences can be found regarding the role of the second chance school in their 
identity, which is blurred in case 1 while outstanding in case 2, even though this is not without 
internal tensions. 

While we could confirm a clear line of stability along these more than thirty years of both 
institutions, chance can also be appreciated and the question around the takeover of managers 
in the organizations, now that the original staff is coming close to retirement age, might become 
a relevant issue to address in order to guarantee their institutional mission. 
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Abstract 
Context: Spain adopted Dual VET in the aftermath of the Great Recession and EU pressures, 
beginning with Royal Decree 1529/2012. A decade later, Organic Law 3/2022 institutionalized 
Dual VET as the general framework for vocational training provision. Throughout this process, 
foundations outside official governance have actively promoted its expansion. This paper ana-
lyzes Dualiza Bankia’s role in these efforts and its interactions with traditional VET actors. 
Approach: The study employs Reflexive Thematic Analysis on qualitative data from 20 Dualiza 
Bankia texts and 10 semi-structured interviews with senior stakeholders from national, Anda-
lusian, and Basque governance levels, including government, business, trade unions, and edu-
cational centres. 
Findings: The findings highlight Dualiza Bankia’s strategy, driven by its founding bank Bankia, 
to position itself as a main actor in transferring Dual VET to Spain. The foundation has pursued 
a broad agenda, including awareness-raising, program implementation, financial support, train-
ing, and alliance-building. However, its reception varies: while the business sector praises its 
efforts, governments and trade unions remain skeptical, despite valuing activities such as advi-
sory services, data dissemination, and report production. 
Conclusions: Dualiza Bankia (and its founding bank, Bankia) has acted as a policy transfer 
entrepreneur in Spain’s adoption of Dual VET, promoting and supporting a model introduced 
by Royal Decree 1529/2012. It has emerged as a new, externally driven actor influencing gov-
ernance beyond formal institutions. While no comparable national foundation is noted in the 
international literature, its work parallels that of Central European organizations promoting 
Dual VET globally. 

Keywords 
Education policy-making, vocational education and training, dual apprenticeship, policy trans-
fer. 

1 Introduction 
The aftermath of the Great Recession (2008–2014) exposed significant vulnerabilities in 

the productive systems of Southern Europe, intensifying pre-existing challenges such as high 
youth unemployment (Eurostat, 2008, 2011). In response, the European Union (EU) high-
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lighted the limitations of school-based Vocational Education and Training (VET) models prev-
alent in the region, contrasting them with the perceived effectiveness of Dual VET systems in 
countries like Germany and Switzerland, which were often praised as benchmarks of excellence 
(European Commission, 2012, pp. 5–6). This critique, combined with EU-driven policy recom-
mendations, encouraged countries including Spain, Greece, Italy, and Portugal to initiate re-
forms aimed at introducing or expanding Dual VET as a strategic measure to address these 
challenges. 

In Spain, the shift toward Dual VET gained momentum with the approval of Royal Decree 
1529/2012, which provided a legal framework for this modality and decentralized its imple-
mentation to the Autonomous Communities. While this decree marked a formal starting point, 
some Autonomous Communities, such as the Basque Country, had already undertaken experi-
mental initiatives prior to 2012, reflecting an early commitment to integrating Dual VET into 
their educational strategies. Over the subsequent decade, the expansion of Dual VET evolved 
from a supplementary option to a central feature of the Spanish VET system, culminating in the 
adoption of Organic 3/2022, which established Dual VET as the general framework for inter-
mediate and higher vocational training. 

The governance and dissemination of Dual VET in Spain have been shaped by a complex 
network of actors, including traditional stakeholders such as national and regional governments, 
business associations, and chambers of commerce. However, the growing prominence of Dual 
VET has also opened the door for new players to influence its trajectory. Notably, private foun-
dations have emerged as key proponents of this educational model, contributing resources and 
expertise to its promotion and implementation. Among these, Fundación Bertelsmann and Du-
aliza Bankia (now Caixabank Dualiza) stand out for their sustained efforts. Fundación Bertels-
mann, operating independently within the broader Bertelsmann Stiftung group, launched its 
initiatives in Spain in 2013. Similarly, Dualiza Bankia began its work in dual VET in 2013 
under its former parent institution, Bankia, which formalized these activities with the establish-
ment of the foundation in 2016. 

This paper examines the role of Dualiza Bankia in the broader adoption of Dual VET in 
Spain, framing it as an example of educational policy transfer (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Steiner-
Khamsi, 2003). It examines how the foundation contributed to disseminating the concept and 
practices of Dual VET, collaborated with governance actors, and supported implementation 
efforts, based on an analysis conducted across three contrasting contexts: the central level, An-
dalusia, and the Basque Country. These regions illustrate different approaches to Dual VET. 
Andalusia adopted the modality following the 2012 national Royal Decree 1529/2012. Con-
versely, the Basque Country was a pioneer in experimenting with small-scale initiatives, such 
as the Ikasi eta Lan program in 2007–2008, later expanding these efforts through the Hezibi 
program in 2012. 

2 Theoretical Framework 

2.1 The 'Who' in Educational Policy Transfer: Foundations as Policy Transfer Entrepre-
neurs 
Policy transfer refers to the use of knowledge about policies, institutions, or ideas from one 

context in another (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). In the study of educational policy transfer, Stei-
ner-Khamsi (2003, p. 170) highlights the importance of addressing the question: “Who were 
the agents of transfer?” Addressing the theoretical ambiguity noted by Li and Pilz (2021, p. 2) 
regarding the diversity of approaches in policy transfer studies, this research integrates frame-
works from Dolowitz and Marsh (2000), Roberts and King (1991), and Stone (2012). 

Dolowitz and Marsh (2000) identify political entrepreneurs as key actors in policy transfer, 
highlighting their role in advocating for lessons from other contexts, disseminating ideas, and 
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engaging in transnational networks. Roberts and King (1991) further classify the activities of 
policy entrepreneurs into intellectual (e.g., identifying gaps and disseminating ideas), strategic 
(e.g., planning long-term action), and mobilization activities (e.g., securing support, lobbying, 
and executing pilot projects). Stone (2012) expands this framework, introducing the concept of 
“policy transfer entrepreneurs”, which includes think tanks, business coalitions, NGOs, and 
philanthropic foundations. These actors concentrate their efforts on their activities on “soft 
transfer,” diffusing and promoting the intellectual frameworks that underpin policies through 
funding, coalition-building, consultancy, and research (Stone, 2012). 

2.2 Promoting Dual VET beyond Official Governance Structures 
Evidence on the role of non-official actors, such as foundations, in advancing Dual VET 

remains limited. In the Spanish context, Barroso-Hurtado et al. (2021) highlight the active par-
ticipation of foundations in the dissemination of Dual VET on social media. Other studies have 
identified their role in fostering coordination between businesses and schools and in providing 
advisory support to SMEs (Echeverría & Martínez, 2018, pp. 193–194; Sanz de Miguel et al., 
2022, p. 53). At the international level, the literature provides limited but growing evidence, 
mostly concerning German, Austrian, and Swiss organizations supporting the adoption of Dual 
VET in countries across all continents, particularly in developing contexts. For instance, in 
Costa Rica, German agencies provided technical support, facilitated tripartite dialogues be-
tween government, trade unions, and employers, and helped implement pilot projects under 
formal bilateral agreements (Schmees & Láscarez-Smith, 2024). These efforts included the de-
velopment of training materials for electricians and campaigns to engage employers. 

In Mexico, German actors played a key role in regulatory processes, linking businesses and 
educational institutions, and promoting Dual VET through informational events and media 
campaigns (Vogelsang et al., 2022; Wiemann & Fuchs, 2018). In Serbia, Austrian organizations 
contributed by advising on regulatory frameworks and launching pilot initiatives (Langthaler 
& Top, 2023). Similarly, Swiss efforts in Nepal focused on technical support through a coop-
eration project involving Swiss development agencies and local institutions to design and im-
plement vocational training programs (Bolli et al., 2023). 

3 Methodology 
This study aims to analyze the role played by Dualiza Bankia from its inception to the 

approval of Organic Law 3/2022, as well as how this role is perceived by traditional VET gov-
ernance actors at the central, Andalusian, and Basque levels. To this end, a qualitative research 
design was adopted, combining document analysis (Bowen, 2009) and semi-structured inter-
views (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). Document analysis was used to collect and interpret 
20 documents (e.g., reports, guides) produced by Dualiza Bankia between 2012 and 2022, with 
a focus on its role and interactions with traditional VET governance actors during the adoption 
of Dual VET in Spain. 

Additionally, 10 semi-structured interviews were conducted between December 2022 and 
April 2023 with senior representatives of traditional VET governance actors (governmental, 
business, trade union, and educational sectors) at the national level in Spain, as well as in An-
dalusia and the Basque Country. Table 1 presents an overview of the interviewees’ categories 
and territorial scope. Participants were selected by their respective organizations, and their po-
sitions have been anonymized to ensure confidentiality. 
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Table 1 
Interviewed Actors 

Category Scope Acro-
nym 

Ministry of Education (ME) - 
Regional Ministry of Education 
(RME) 

Central level (CL) (2018-2022) ME1 
ME2 

Autonomous Community 
(AC) 

Andalusia (period 2013-2020) RME-A 
Basque Country (period 2012-
2022) 

RME-
BQ 

Trade unions (TU) CL TU-C 
AC Basque Country TU-BQ 

Employers' Confederation (EC) CL EC-C 
AC Andalusia EC-A 

Basque Country EC-BQ 
Education Centres (VC) CL (+ Andalusia included) VC-C 

AC Basque Country VC-BQ 
 
The collected data were analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2021), which involves familiarizing with the data, systematically coding relevant content, iden-
tifying patterns to generate themes, refining these themes, and integrating them into an analyt-
ical narrative. Data collection and analysis were supported by Zotero and NVivo software tools. 

4 Results 

4.1 Bankia’s Background in Promoting Dual VET Before the Creation of Fundación 
Dualiza Bankia (2013–2015) 
Since 2013, Bankia has systematically supported Dual VET in Spain. That year, it signed 

agreements with the regional governments of Valencia and La Rioja to promote Dual VET and 
boost company participation (Bankia, 2014, p. 106), including scholarships, outreach activities, 
and mentor training. 

In 2014, Bankia reaffirmed its commitment to Dual VET as a strategy to improve youth 
employability amid the economic crisis (Bankia, 2015, p. 165). It expanded agreements, part-
nering with the regional governments of Cantabria, Murcia, Catalonia, Castilla y León, Castilla-
La Mancha, and Galicia, as well as private entities, to support Dual VET projects and elevate 
VET’s status in Spain. Like the 2013 agreements, these collaborations included scholarships, 
mentor training, and innovation in training approaches. That year, Bankia also participated in 
the Dual VET Forum organized by Grupo Siena, gathering 200 stakeholders, and financially 
sponsored the first National Vocational Education Congress, organized by FP Empresa, the 
largest national association of VET centres, under the theme "The Path of Basic and Dual 
VET”. 

In 2015, Bankia expanded agreements with regional governments and private entities, sign-
ing a new collaboration with the Extremadura government. That year, it launched the DUAL+ 
Knowledge and Innovation Center (Centro de Conocimiento e Innovación Dual+) with Funda-
ción Bertelsmann (Bankia, 2016) and became the first bank to implement its own Dual VET 
program, the Bankia Dual Training Program, for Advanced VET students in Banking and Fi-
nance in Madrid and Valencia (Bankia, 2017). Bankia also continued financially supporting FP 
Empresa’s annual VET congress, where Dual VET remained a key focus 
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4.2 Origin of Fundación Dualiza Bankia, Objectives Established at Its Creation, and 
Operating Strategies 
In 2016, Bankia prioritized Dual VET promotion within its Society line in the 2016–2018 

Responsible Management Plan (Bankia, 2019). To institutionalize this commitment, it estab-
lished Fundación Bankia por la Formación Dual, publicly known as Dualiza Bankia (Bankia, 
2017, p. 148). Since its inception, the foundation has received consistent financial support, in-
cluding €3.8 million for Dual VET projects in 2016 and €2 million in 2018 (Bankia, 2017, p. 
149, 2019, p. 193). 

Initially, its objectives focused on: (1) promoting and disseminating Dual VET to enhance 
its social value and economic impact, (2) fostering collaboration between public administra-
tions, educational institutions, and businesses, (3) encouraging research and innovation for new 
projects and pilot programs, and (4) supporting career guidance and entrepreneurship (Bankia, 
2017). In 2019, Dualiza Bankia expanded its goals to include developing modern organizational 
structures for Dual VET in society and businesses, as well as evaluating and disseminating 
project outcomes (Dualiza Bankia, 2019a, p. 5). 

Dualiza Bankia defines its mission as "acting as a bridge between different societal actors" 
(Dualiza Bankia, 2019a, p. 7). Aligned with this, it collaborates with public administrations, 
businesses, business confederations, and educational institutions (Dualiza Bankia, 2021), in-
cluding FP Empresa, the Ministry of Education, regional and local authorities and the Spanish 
Chamber of Commerce (Dualiza Bankia, 2019b, p. 12). 

A key partner has been FP Empresa. Dualiza Bankia acknowledges their "close collabora-
tion, working toward a common goal, promoting VET from complementary yet different per-
spectives" (Dualiza Bankia, 2021, p. 7). Together, they have developed initiatives such as the 
Dualiza Grants program and organized nine editions of the National VET Congress. 

Dualiza Bankia also collaborates with Fundación Bertelsmann, whose vice president sits 
on Dualiza Bankia’s board. This partnership has driven initiatives like the Dual+ Knowledge 
and Innovation Center and Dualiza Challenges to foster innovation in Dual VET. Additionally, 
Dualiza Bankia is part of the Alianza para la FP Dual, a collaborative alliance led by Fundación 
Bertelsmann, with its director actively involved in governance. 

The foundation has also established strong ties with business organizations, including the 
national employers' confederation (CEOE), regional business confederations, and the Spanish 
Chamber of Commerce. Since 2019, it has signed agreements with all Spanish Autonomous 
Communities. Furthermore, Dualiza Bankia collaborates with the Ministry of Education, con-
tributing to the VET Modernization Plan (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 
2020) and promoting initiatives to "raise awareness of VET’s benefits and advantages" (Dualiza 
Bankia, 2020, p. 12). 

4.3 Dissemination Activities for Dual VET Developed by Dualiza Bankia 
Dualiza Bankia has pursued a broad agenda to promote Dual VET, focusing on awareness-

raising, program implementation, financial support, and training for key stakeholders. 
Regarding awareness-raising, one of its key initiatives is the National VET Congress, or-

ganized annually since 2014 with FP Empresa, where Dual VET remains a central theme. By 
2023, the event had reached its ninth edition, bringing together political, business, and educa-
tional representatives. Its objective, as stated in the first edition, has been "to create a debate 
from different perspectives, leading to concrete proposals for designing a VET model that im-
proves economic competitiveness and employment" (FP Empresa & Bankia, 2014, p. 2). Alt-
hough international cases have rarely been included, except for a 2018 presentation on Cana-
dian VET (FP Empresa & Dualiza Bankia, 2018), the event has primarily focused on showcas-
ing best practices from Spain and giving voice to Spanish stakeholders. 
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At the local level, the Dualiza Meetings facilitate dialogue between educators and busi-
nesses to address regional challenges. In 2018, Dualiza Meeting Extremadura gathered 70 par-
ticipants, while 2019 events in Albacete, Burgos, and Tarragona engaged over 300 (Dualiza 
Bankia, 2019b). The foundation also organizes Dual VET fairs with the Chamber of Commerce, 
connecting students with companies and showcasing best practices. The first, held in Granada 
(2019), attracted 150 companies and nearly 500 students, featuring advisory sessions, work-
shops, and corporate success stories (Dualiza Bankia, 2019b). 

Beyond events, Dualiza Bankia disseminates information through publications and its web-
site. Its Basic Guide for Implementing Dual Vocational Training in Companies (2017) details 
the model’s benefits, regulatory framework, and implementation steps. In 2018, it launched 
www.dualizabankia.com, a platform for debate and information, serving as a voice for students, 
teachers, and professionals (Bankia, 2019, p. 194). 

Financial support is another pillar of its strategy. The Dualiza Grants, introduced in 2018 
with FP Empresa, fund projects emphasizing innovation, territorial impact, sustainability, and 
knowledge transfer (Dualiza Bankia, 2019b, p. 13). Between 2019 and 2021, the SANEC Schol-
arships supported Dual VET students in healthcare, in collaboration with institutions like La 
Fe Research Institute and Incliva Biomedical Research Institute. 

Furthermore, Dualiza Bankia has also facilitated the development of Dual VET programs. 
In 2015, Bankia became the first Spanish bank to implement its own Dual VET program, train-
ing Advanced Diploma students in Banking and Finance in Madrid and Valencia. Since then, 
the foundation has acted as a bridge "between entities that need each other but are unaware of 
it" (Dualiza Bankia, 2019b, p. 18). One example is a pilot program launched to address skilled 
labor shortages in Castilla y León’s pork industry, which later expanded to Navarra and Aragón 
with support from the National Pork Producers Cluster (Dualiza Bankia, 2022, p. 23). 

Training has been another key focus, with workshops for company tutors and technical 
advisors in La Rioja, Valladolid, Madrid, and Soria (2019), a program with the Canary Islands 
government (2021), and tutor training in Murcia, La Rioja, Castilla y León, and Zaragoza 
(2022) (Dualiza Bankia, 2022, p. 23). 

Finally, innovation and research play a central role in Dualiza Bankia’s strategy (Bankia, 
2019). The Dualiza Challenge, launched in 2018, fosters innovation by engaging students, 
teachers, and professionals in company projects (Bankia, 2019, p. 193). The Knowledge and 
Innovation Center and Vocational Education and Training Observatory, developed with 
Orkestra–Basque Institute of Competitiveness, provide data and research on Dual VET in 
Spain. The observatory tracks key indicators, regional comparisons, and sectoral trends (Dual-
iza Bankia & Orkestra, 2020, p. 8), complemented by annual reports since 2020. The 
Knowledge and Innovation Center has also produced publications such as VET Analysis: Dual 
VET and the Draft Law – Current Situation and Challenges (Dualiza Bankia et al., 2021) and 
Changes in Professional Profiles and VET Needs in Spain: A 2030 Perspective (Dualiza Bankia 
et al., 2022), exploring topics like Dual VET adoption in Europe, employment outcomes, and 
implementation challenges in Spain, including gender parity and student satisfaction (Dualiza 
Bankia et al., 2021). 

4.4 Evaluation of Dualiza Bankia' Role by Traditional Governance Actors in VET 
The thematic analysis of interview data with relevant actors reveals both positive and neg-

ative assessments of Dualiza Bankia’s work. Among the positive evaluations, employers' con-
federations express strong satisfaction with the foundation’s contributions, describing it as “out-
standing, top marks with honors” (EC-C). Actors who provided positive assessments highlight 
three main areas of Dualiza Bankia’s contributions: (i) public campaigns to promote Dual VET, 
(ii) advisory services and training activities, and (iii) the production of reports and data analyses 
on the development of Dual VET in Spain. Regarding the latter, representatives from national, 
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Andalusian, and Basque business confederations, along with the central trade union, emphasize 
the foundation’s capacity to generate in-depth reports and data-driven insights. The representa-
tive of the Basque employers' confederation even asserts that, through the Knowledge and In-
novation Center and the VET Observatory, Dualiza Bankia provides "very significant and pow-
erful information" (EC-BQ). 

In relation to advisory services, the national association of VET centers notes that some 
centers benefited from consultancy services thanks to Dualiza Bankia’s experience with its pi-
oneering programs in Valencia and Madrid. Here the use of “some” is particularly relevant, as 
this distinction will later serve as the basis for less favorable assessments. 

Finally, regarding efforts to promote Dual VET, both the national association of VET cen-
tres and Ministry of Education representatives acknowledge that dissemination initiatives and 
networking events have increased visibility and fostered discussion. While they do not see these 
activities as decisive for Dual VET expansion, they recognize their role in generating momen-
tum for change. 

Regarding critical assessments, some actors voiced reservations or maintained a neutral 
stance toward Dualiza Bankia’s involvement in the adoption of Dual VET. These include rep-
resentatives from the Ministry of Education, the Andalusian Ministry of Education, the central 
trade union, the national association of VET centers, and a Basque stakeholder. The main con-
cerns raised by these actors revolve around two key aspects: the foundation’s limited or negli-
gible influence on other stakeholders and the adoption process, and the overlap between its 
interests and those of the business sector. 

When examining the theme of limited or no influence, representatives from the Ministry 
of Education, the Andalusian Ministry of Education, the central trade union, the national asso-
ciation of VET centres and Basque stakeholders consistently downplay the role of Dualiza 
Bankia in shaping their perspectives during the adoption of Dual VET. The Ministry of Educa-
tion representative asserts that “although Dualiza Bankia invited ministry officials to events 
and meetings, these interactions did not translate into any meaningful influence” (ME2). Like-
wise, the representative from the national association of VET centres acknowledged that some 
schools received advisory support from Dualiza Bankia, but given the vast scale of the VET 
system, its overall impact remained limited. In the Basque Autonomous Community, actors 
emphasize that the region had already developed its own Dual VET model and addressed chal-
lenges internally, making external contributions unnecessary. The Basque Ministry of Educa-
tion representative further reinforced this view, comparing external assistance from Dualiza 
Bankia to a standardized solution that would never work for the region’s specific needs. 

Regarding the second theme (alignment with business interests), concerns arise from the 
Andalusian Ministry of Education, the Basque trade union, and the Basque Association of VET 
Centres. While the latter warns that this approach may shift the focus away from student-cen-
tered education, the trade union and the representative of the Ministry of Education, takes a 
stronger position, arguing that Dualiza Bankia promotes a business-first narrative. The repre-
sentative of the trade union cautions that "it is very dangerous where these foundations’ con-
clusions might lead" (TU-BQ) as they frame corporate needs as the fundamental priority in 
education, something that, in their view, "is neither appropriate nor desirable" (TU-BQ). She 
further argues that if it were up to these foundations, there would be no historians, psycholo-
gists, philosophers, or professionals in the humanities at all. Instead, the education system 
would only produce the kinds of professionals that serve business interests, such as engineers, 
Big Data specialists, telecommunications experts, and programmers. To counterbalance this, 
the representative of the Andalusian Ministry of Education underscores the role of public edu-
cation, while the Basque trade union representative stresses the need for union involvement in 
policy-making. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 376 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

5 Discussion and Conclusion 
This paper highlights that Dualiza Bankia has been one of the actors with the most intense 

agenda in promoting and disseminating Dual VET in Spain. This finding aligns with the anal-
ysis by Barroso-Hurtado et al. (2021), who emphasize the leading role of Spanish foundations 
in promoting Dual VET on social media. The research findings lead to the conclusion that the 
Dualiza Bankia Foundation has acted as a policy entrepreneur, specifically a policy transfer 
entrepreneur (Stone, 2012). However, unlike Stone’s original definition, which focuses on in-
ternational policy transfer, Dualiza Bankia Foundation has operated at the national level in pro-
moting Dual VET. Notably, the true policy entrepreneur in this case is Bankia, later CaixaBank, 
the bank that founded and owns the foundation. 

The evidence aligns with three of the four types of policy entrepreneurship activities theo-
rized by Roberts and King (1991, p. 168). Regarding intellectual activities, Bankia’s strategic 
decision to systematically promote VET, particularly Dual VET, stemmed from these efforts. 
Early agreements with the regional governments of the Valencian Community and La Rioja, 
initially focused on scholarships, and the foundation’s role in organizing the first editions of 
the National VET Congress with FP Empresa also reflect this category. 

Regarding strategic activities (Roberts & King, 1991, p. 168), this study highlights key 
developments such as the creation of the Dualiza Bankia in 2016 and the establishment of stra-
tegic priorities, including the promotion and dissemination of Dual VET, fostering research and 
innovation, and enhancing collaboration between public administrations, educational institu-
tions, and businesses (Bankia, 2017). 

For mobilization and implementation activities, evidence spans all three subtypes. First, 
pilot initiatives, such as the collaboration with the Federation of the Swine Sector of Castilla y 
León, illustrate early experimentation. Additionally, Dualiza Bankia’s partnerships with key 
VET actors, particularly FP Empresa, demonstrate its systemic integration efforts. Lastly, its 
lobbying agenda includes implementation guides, Dualiza Meetings, nine editions of the Na-
tional VET Congress (up to 2023), agreements with all Spanish Autonomous Communities 
(2019), the launch of the Vocational Education and Training Observatory, and the Dualiza 
Grants program. 

At the international level, no national foundation-led initiatives of this scale have been 
documented, though similarities exist with policy transfer strategies of Central European agen-
cies. Several European organizations have played a crucial role in establishing Dual VET pro-
grams abroad, often sector-specific, as seen in Serbia and Costa Rica (Schmees & Láscarez-
Smith, 2024, p. 55). Beyond pilot projects, Central European agencies have also engaged in 
capacity-building, such as CAMEXA’s business-education partnerships in Mexico (Wiemann 
& Fuchs, 2018, p. 380) and HELVETAS’s long-term technical assistance in Nepal (Bolli et al., 
2023, p. 196), resembling Dualiza Bankia’s advisory and support services within different na-
tional frameworks. 

Regarding advocacy, parallels can be drawn with German cooperation agencies' campaigns 
in Mexico, which used media and informational events to promote Dual VET (Vogelsang et 
al., 2022, p. 655). While those efforts were more narrowly focused, Dualiza Bankia’s approach 
integrates research, networking, and dissemination. Similarly, its guides, digital resources, and 
best practice initiatives align with KAS and GIZ efforts in Costa Rica, including training pro-
grams for Dual VET instructors and specialized educational materials, such as those for elec-
trician training (Schmees & Láscarez-Smith, 2024, p. 55). 

In terms of its influence on other actors within the network, the business sector provides 
the most positive assessment of the foundation’s work. In contrast, progressive actors such as 
the Andalusian and central governments during the period under analysis, trade unions, and 
those focused on student interests, like the Basque association of educational centres, express 
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reservations due to the foundation’s ties to the banking sector, positioning themselves as coun-
terweights to any attempt to align the system too closely with business interests. However, 
governmental actors at both the central and Andalusian levels recognize that the foundation’s 
dissemination of the Dual VET concept, along with its support structures and implementation-
oriented activities, helped generate momentum for change within the VET system and in 
broader society, particularly at a time when any form of support, however limited, was crucial. 

The national association of educational centers, located in a central position within the 
governance network, acknowledges that the foundation’s influence on implementation has been 
very limited, mainly due to the sheer scale of the VET system in Spain. In the Basque Country, 
most actors deny any influence from the foundation; except for business representatives, who 
find Dualiza Bankia’s reports useful. The foundation is not considered a relevant partner, as 
Basque stakeholders explicitly reject the need for external support, relying instead on their in-
ternal governance structures. 

In conclusion, Dualiza Bankia and its founding bank, Bankia, have acted as policy entre-
preneurs in the process of adopting Dual VET in Spain. Rather than introducing the concept, 
their efforts have focused on disseminating and consolidating it after its initial arrival through 
Royal Decree 1529/2012, while also developing support structures and assisting in implemen-
tation. Throughout this process, they have engaged continuously with actors across all levels of 
the VET governance network, influencing not only how these actors conceptualize Dual VET 
but also how they operate. This reflects a form of influence on traditional governance structures 
exercised by a newly established and externally driven actor. 
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Abstract 
Context: The aim of the research is to analyze the state of the national labour market in Ukraine, 
including the alignment of the volume and sectors of workforce training with labour demand 
and supply at international, national, regional, and local levels, as well as the impact of labour 
migration flows and volumes. In Ukraine, this issue is further complicated by the aftermath of 
the pandemic, long-standing challenges related to employment and qualifications, and the new 
realities brought about by military aggression from a neighboring authoritarian regime in Rus-
sia. The research was significantly constrained by the lack of official statistical data – due both 
to the impossibility of data collection under war conditions and to the classified nature of many 
indicators. 
Approach: The methodological basis of the research involved a comprehensive analysis of all 
available sources, including relevant international and national publications, operational data 
from the State Employment Service, and estimates of labour demand and supply by occupation, 
qualification, and region. In-depth sociological surveys and structured interviews were con-
ducted with key stakeholders – leading employers, providers of educational services, represent-
atives of central and regional authorities, and social partners at national and regional levels. 
Findings: Despite significant and ongoing losses to the country, economy, and population, the 
research reveals emerging positive trends starting from 2023 across employment, the labour 
market, and the fields of education and qualifications. The survey results indicate a growing 
awareness among stakeholders – employers, education providers, and policymakers – regarding 
the importance of aligning interests in the labour market. Notable developments include im-
provements in vocational training, recognition of the need for more flexible and modern edu-
cational approaches, and a shift toward systemic transformation in adult learning and reskilling. 
Conclusions: Key recommendations include harmonizing the National Qualifications Frame-
work with best EU practices; consolidating educational institutions into clusters, corporate uni-
versities, hubs, and international centres; abandoning outdated and bureaucratic models in ed-
ucation content and delivery; and creating an independent, transparent system for assessing the 
quality of educational services and the recognition of professional qualifications. The results of 
the study are proposed for use in drafting legislative, regulatory, and methodological initiatives, 
as well as launching targeted awareness campaigns among key decision-makers. 
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1 Introduction 
Recent history shows that, unfortunately, no one is safe from natural (climate changes, 

earthquakes, other disasters), social (sudden massive increase in the number of refugees, mi-
grants and displaced persons) and political (civil wars, conquests, liberation wars and conflicts) 
cataclysms. The example of Ukraine is a clear confirmation of that fact. 

Emergency events (often completely unexpected) have a profound and destructive impact 
on the government, population, and economy of a country in general, and on most institutional 
components and processes in particular. This fully applies to the labour market and the profes-
sional training for employment. It should be noted that the research of the theoretical aspects 
of the impact of war on society and the main spheres of its life included mainly ancient and 
older military conflicts and their areas of influence. These general considerations of the nature 
and extent of the impact appear and are perceived to be quite convincing. 

2 Literature Review 
A significant body of academic literature explores the effects of warfare on employment, 

education, and institutional systems. While some studies focus on the Balkan conflicts of the 
1990s (Wilmer, 2004), the majority examine guerrilla warfare in South America and armed 
conflicts across various African regions (Kapferer & Bertelsen, 2009). The theoretical implica-
tions of the United States' “war on terror” following the attacks of 11 September 2001 have also 
been widely discussed (Curtis, 2006). Among the most comprehensive contributions to this 
discourse is the seminal three-volume history of the Second World War, particularly its third 
volume (Dembitskyi et al., 2022; Geier & Tooze, 2015). 

Nevertheless, the conceptual frameworks and empirical findings derived from these cases 
are of limited applicability to the context of Russia’s full-scale military aggression against 
Ukraine, particularly in terms of understanding the adaptation of Ukraine’s employment and 
vocational education systems to wartime realities. In this regard, the experience of Israel ap-
pears to be the most relevant comparative example. As analyzed by the Observatory of Democ-
racy, Israel’s education system – spanning from early childhood to higher education – is deeply 
integrated into national security strategy. It functions as a foundational non-military compo-
nent, aiming to build civic, intellectual, and military resilience in the face of ongoing existential 
threats. 

Within the Ukrainian academic context, research on the adaptation of the labour market 
and educational services – particularly vocational education and training (VET) – to the condi-
tions of martial law and the COVID-19 pandemic includes a number of contributions by the 
author in collaboration with the Institute of Educational Analytics under the Ministry of Edu-
cation and Science (Melnyk, 2022, 2023, 2024; Melnyk et al., 2023; Tūtlys et al., 2021). 

Since Ukraine’s independence, the VET sector has experienced profound – and often un-
popular – reforms associated with the transition from a planned to a market-based economy. 
These reforms entailed substantial restructuring of legal, financial, institutional, and methodo-
logical frameworks. Between 1991 and 2021, the number of VET institutions declined from 
1,246 to 711 (a 43% reduction), while the number of enrolled students fell from 643,400 to 
246,900 – a 2.6-fold decrease. Annual first-year enrolment shrank from 377,400 in 1991 to 
127,900 in 2020. 

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine by the Russian Federation in February 2022 has exac-
erbated existing challenges. As of 1 February 2025, 183 out of 665 functioning VET institutions 
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(27.9%) had been either severely damaged (171) or completely destroyed (12) (Освіта під 
загрозою, 2024). 

Despite these extraordinary circumstances, Ukraine’s labour market, educational provid-
ers, institutional leadership, and workforce have demonstrated remarkable resilience. Economic 
and professional activities have continued across multiple sectors, testifying to the adaptability 
and determination of the Ukrainian people. Understanding the nature and scope of this resili-
ence, and the conditions that enabled it, formed the core objective of the present study. 

This research examines the dynamics of the Ukrainian labour market and vocational edu-
cation sector under conditions of military conflict. It focuses on the shifting balance between 
qualification demand and supply, access to vocational education, inclusion of vulnerable 
groups, and the mechanisms of learner selection and retention. The study was conducted within 
the framework of the first implementation year of the Horizon Europe project 101132435 – 
SKILLS4JUSTICE (Topic: HORIZON-CL2-2023-TRANSFORMATIONS-01-03, Skills Part-
nership for Sustainable and Fair Migration) (SKILLS4JUSTICE, 2024; SKILLS4JUSTICE – 
Ukraine, 2024). 

3 Methods 
The methodological framework of this study integrates a wide array of analytical tools and 

approaches tailored to the unique socio-economic conditions of Ukraine during wartime. Given 
the profound disruption caused by Russia's full-scale military aggression since 2022, conven-
tional research methodologies had to be adapted to accommodate the extreme volatility of in-
dicators and trends, many of which became obsolete or incomparable with the pre-war period. 

The study employed the following research methods: 
 

1. Analysis of available data sources, including both domestic and international sources; 
2. Statistical methods, such as comparative, descriptive, and time-series analysis; 
3. Sociological methods, including structured interviews, surveys, and focus group discus-

sions. 
 
Standard methodological designs had to be modified due to the bifurcation of Ukraine’s 

development into two distinct phases: pre-2022 and the wartime period. Many pre-war strate-
gies, indicators, and benchmarks were no longer applicable due to drastic declines in GDP, 
employment, and living standards – in some cases, by one-third to one-half. 

The following country-specific adaptations were implemented: 
 

1. Statistical and bibliometric analyses focused on the period from early 2022 to mid-2024. 
2. For comparative analysis, such as employment and educational attainment levels, historical 

data from previous years (but not earlier than 2014) were considered. 
3. Labour demand and surplus by sector were determined using an original methodology based 

on current operational data from the State Employment Service of Ukraine (Melnyk, 2024). 
4. Four standard international questionnaires were adapted to reflect the Ukrainian wartime 

context. Adjustments included the redefinition of categories such as labour migrants, refu-
gees, IDPs, and pre-2022 emigrants. Approximately 20-25% of each questionnaire was ex-
panded with additional questions on: the impact of war on workforce development and em-
ployability; use of female labour in hazardous conditions; return migration of refugees; en-
terprise relocation; and the role of digitalization in adapting education and work environ-
ments during wartime. 
 
To assess labour market relevance of qualifications, a 17-question instrument was devel-

oped and grouped into five thematic blocks. Respondents were selected from 3-5 economic 
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sectors (e.g., ICT, energy, finance, and healthcare). Criteria included company size (SMEs, 
digital/freelance enterprises), market position (industry leaders, major labour consumers), and 
regional coverage or decentralized structures. 

A separate 19-question tool was developed for educational service providers, grouped into 
seven thematic blocks. Selection criteria for higher education institutions included diversity in 
type (e.g., national, municipal, private), breadth of academic programs, regional representation, 
and faculty-level respondents. For vocational training institutions, the focus was on multidisci-
plinary programs, relevance to regional economic needs, and institutional reputation among 
learners and employers. 

A broad range of national and regional policymakers and labour market intermediaries 
were surveyed, with attention to education, employment, migration policy, and stakeholder co-
ordination. The total sample included 76 experts: 

 
• 22 company representatives from five key sectors: manufacturing (12), ICT (5), utilities (3), 

and financial services (2). Notably, manufacturing and ICT accounted for 77.2% of enter-
prise respondents. 

• 12 educational institutions: six universities and six vocational schools/colleges. 
• 14 policy stakeholders and social partners: seven from each group. 
• Additionally, 35 enterprise-level stakeholders were interviewed to explore digitalization in 

work and adult learning contexts, especially during crisis conditions such as war and pan-
demic. 
 
This comprehensive methodological framework provided a robust foundation for analysing 

the current state of Ukraine’s labour market and qualification system in times of war, and for 
identifying strategic pathways for resilience and transformation. 

4 Results 
The sociological survey and expert interviews revealed several important findings regard-

ing the state of the labour market, vocational and higher education systems, and the impact of 
war-related disruptions on employment and training in Ukraine. 

Employers generally reported a sufficient supply of labour in certain qualification areas, 
which, under the current wartime circumstances, can be considered a relatively positive devel-
opment. However, at least 53 occupations are currently in shortage, and this trend is evident 
across all sectors of economic activity, not only within enterprises. Regional labour markets 
experience considerable difficulties in attracting qualified workers for a wide range of positions, 
particularly those requiring on-site presence and rapid recruitment. While some regional edu-
cation systems had successfully adapted to changing labour market needs prior to the war, the 
evacuation and relocation of vocational and higher education institutions due to hostilities have 
severely undermined this responsiveness. Employers also indicated a persistent need to update 
training programs and strengthen cooperation with educational institutions to ensure the rele-
vance and applicability of acquired qualifications. 

Educational service providers noted that most of their graduates find employment success-
fully after completing their studies. Curricula and educational standards are regularly reviewed 
and adapted in accordance with national guidelines, regional economic needs, and labour mar-
ket fluctuations. Nevertheless, several issues persist. Among these are the lack of unified indic-
ative educational programmes for certain qualifications or professions, difficulties in organising 
internships under martial law, and insufficient funding for the development of modular or par-
tial qualifications. At the same time, educational institutions reported actively collaborating 
with local employers and business associations to enhance the relevance of training content. 
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Such cooperation plays a critical role in improving employment prospects and long-term career 
development for graduates. The average dropout rate across vocational and higher education 
institutions over the past five years was reported to be low, ranging between 4.0% and 6.0%. 

Experts representing public authorities and social partner organisations at national and re-
gional levels emphasized that the consequences of forced displacement and labour migration 
caused by the war have created a serious and ongoing challenge for Ukraine's labour market. 
Current employment policies are largely focused on reintegrating military veterans into the 
workforce, which enjoys broad societal and institutional support. However, support for other 
vulnerable or displaced groups remains insufficiently developed. Respondents underscored the 
growing importance of the National Qualifications Framework (NQF), particularly as it be-
comes more aligned with international and regional standards. They also stressed the urgent 
need for reliable, dynamic, and disaggregated labour market statistics. According to these ex-
perts, the education system must respond more rapidly and flexibly to the evolving needs of 
employers, particularly in terms of emerging skills and competencies. Furthermore, they advo-
cated for assigning employers a leading role in the development of professional standards, with 
active involvement from educational institutions in the co-design of programmes and curricula. 
In their view, Ukraine’s accelerated transition to a system based on professional standards is 
both justified and achievable. 

Regarding the impact of digitalisation, experts noted that the COVID-19 pandemic signif-
icantly contributed to a productive shift toward the use of digital tools in the workplace. This 
transformation has enabled employees to perform work tasks more efficiently, particularly un-
der the severe constraints of wartime. Since the onset of the war, both workers and educators 
have increasingly adopted and mastered digital technologies, devices, and software solutions. 
Online learning and remote work have become widespread across all sectors, and the country 
has witnessed significant progress in the digitalisation of various domains, particularly docu-
ment management, financial services, online education, and simulation-based assessments. 

Finally, the study found that despite the enormous challenges posed by the war, Ukraine's 
vocational education and training (VET) system has maintained a considerable degree of resil-
ience. As of 1 September 2024, the number of VET institutions had declined only slightly, from 
694 in 2021 to 655 institutions, representing a decrease of 5.4%. During the same period, stu-
dent enrolment dropped by 24,500 individuals, or 9.1% (from 243,820 to 219,320), while the 
number of personnel employed in the VET sector fell by 2,900 persons, or 9.2% (from 31,460 
to 28,560). These figures suggest that, despite notable reductions, the VET system has retained 
its core capacity to function and contribute to national socio-economic recovery. 

Several key factors explain the relative stability and resilience of Ukraine’s VET system, 
despite the destruction or damage of nearly one-third of vocational institutions due to the on-
going war. One of the primary drivers was the rapid adaptation of national legislation at the 
onset of the full-scale invasion, which enabled individuals to access budget-funded vocational 
education and training multiple times throughout their lives. 

Another contributing factor was the extensive experience that both instructors and students 
had gained in remote learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. This facilitated the swift tran-
sition to distance and hybrid learning models. Additionally, the growing interest among men in 
vocational education-motivated by the opportunity to obtain deferrals from military mobilisa-
tion – further boosted enrolment. This trend was particularly pronounced among those with 
previous experience in industrial work. 

Labour market dynamics also played a critical role. Employers, especially in the defence 
sector, demonstrated high demand and offered competitive wages for workers in shortage oc-
cupations. This demand stimulated interest in vocational programmes directly aligned with la-
bour market needs. 
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Table 1 
Vocational education institutions in Ukraine in 2020-2024: institutions, students, staff 

 Years 
2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 

Dynamics of the number of vocational edu-
cation and training institutions in Ukraine, 
2020-2024 (units) 

711 694 670 664 655 

Dynamics of the number of vocational edu-
cation and training students in Ukraine, 
2020-2024 (persons) 

240701 243825 230474 225194 219327 

Dynamics of the number of vet institution 
staff in Ukraine, 20202024 (as of the begin-
ning of the year, persons) 

31859 31457 30201 29441 28558 

Note. Source: SSI “Institute of Educational Analytics” of the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, offi-
cial annual administrative reporting. 

The decentralisation reform implemented between 2016 and 2020, which transferred most 
VET institutions under the governance of regional authorities, contributed to institutional flex-
ibility and responsiveness. These institutions became more agile in tailoring programmes to 
regional labour market demands, introducing new and in-demand training areas, and recognis-
ing prior learning – both formal and informal. 

Another notable trend is the increasing share of adults among VET graduates. As of Sep-
tember 1, 2024, adults constituted 21.0% of all graduates – nearly double the figure from a 
decade earlier. Employment rates among graduates remained high, with 76.7% working in jobs 
related to their field of study. 

The relocation of some VET institutions, along with part of their student and staff popula-
tions, from frontline areas to safer regions also helped to preserve educational continuity. Fur-
thermore, access to vocational training became more inclusive, supported by coordinated ef-
forts from the state, regional authorities, international partners, and volunteer organisations. 
Special training programmes were developed for war veterans, persons with disabilities, inter-
nally displaced individuals of working age, and other vulnerable groups. 

Finally, a growing integration between VET institutions and defence training units has 
emerged. This includes simplified educational standards, more diverse training formats and 
equipment, and flexible staffing approaches – though many details of such cooperation remain 
classified due to wartime restrictions. 

The research conducted within the framework of Project 101132435 – SKILLS4JUSTICE, 
under the Horizon Europe call HORIZON-CL2-2023-TRANSFORMATIONS-01-03 "Skills 
Partnership for Sustainable and Fair Migration", in particular the sociological survey and expert 
interviews, allows us to draw several general conclusions: 

 
• The war has significantly accelerated decision-making processes, prompting rapid changes 

in legislation, training durations, and administrative procedures. The labour market has 
adapted by prioritising proven and recognised professional skills, short-cycle training for-
mats, and highly motivated individuals – both on the demand and supply sides. 

• Simultaneously, the gap between vocational education and training (VET) institutions and 
the labour market has narrowed substantially. Under such circumstances, the responsibility 
for decision-making regarding personnel training – at levels 3 to 5 of the NQF/EQF – has 
effectively shifted toward regional authorities, professional associations, volunteers, and 
local governance structures. A genuine decentralisation of educational management is tak-
ing place. 
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• Practices developed during the COVID-19 pandemic, including distance learning, simula-
tor-based assessment, access to a wide array of programmes and curricula, and thematic 
digital content available on educational platforms, have proven to be highly relevant and 
continue to play a crucial role under wartime conditions. 

• Despite the numerous demographic and socio-economic challenges posed by war and dis-
placement, the outflow of labour migrants and refugees has also contributed to easing the 
pressure on VET institutions and increased competition among applicants. This, in turn, 
has prompted quality improvements and more targeted educational offerings. 

• The demand for professional qualifications has shifted markedly toward skills necessary 
for the Armed Forces and related support systems, the restoration of war-affected territories 
(including demining, environmental recovery, housing reconstruction, and infrastructure 
repair), and social, physical, and psychological rehabilitation of veterans and civilians. 

• The private sector– particularly small and medium-sized enterprises established over the 
past 10-15 years – has demonstrated resilience, adaptability, and flexibility. These busi-
nesses have shown the capacity to continue, reorient, or relocate their operations while 
retaining and recruiting staff under difficult conditions. 

• Adult learning – especially its non-formal and informal components – has moved to the 
forefront of the education and training ecosystem. International partners have played a vital 
role not only by supporting the rehabilitation of damaged VET infrastructure but also by 
introducing innovative approaches and training methodologies, particularly for veterans 
and forcibly displaced adults. 

• An important future resource for the development of the VET system in the post-war period 
will be returning refugees who have gained valuable work, teaching, or training experience 
abroad and who are ready to reintegrate into the national economy. 

• Notably, nearly all structural barriers that previously restricted women’s access to tradi-
tionally male-dominated professions have been dismantled. This is largely due to male 
mobilisation and subsequent labour shortages, and the shift has been actively supported by 
the state, employers, and volunteer organisations. 

5 Conclusions 
The trends outlined above indicate that both the labour market and the vocational education 

and training (VET) sector in Ukraine are undergoing rapid and flexible transformations in re-
sponse to wartime challenges. These shifts require continuous adaptation and the application of 
innovative approaches by employers, employees, and educational institutions alike. In light of 
the urgent need to align VET with the post-war reconstruction agenda, several key proposals 
merit attention. 

First, there is a pressing need to harmonise the National Qualifications System (NQS) with 
leading EU models. This includes a comprehensive reform aimed at adopting modern practices 
in the forecasting, planning, assessment, allocation, and utilisation of qualifications across la-
bour markets. 

Second, a strategic consolidation of VET institutions is recommended, based on a cluster 
model and involving the establishment of corporate universities, educational hubs, and interna-
tional centres of excellence. Such a structure would enhance institutional resilience, resource 
efficiency, and quality assurance. 

Third, it is essential to move away from outdated and bureaucratic approaches to curricu-
lum design and pedagogy. In both wartime and post-war contexts, particular attention should 
be given to transforming adult education to make it more responsive, modular, and inclusive. 
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Fourth, a new, autonomous, and transparent system for internal and external quality assur-
ance must be created. This system should cover the evaluation of educational services and en-
sure fair and reliable processes for the recognition and awarding of professional qualifications. 

Finally, the findings of this study – as well as subsequent research – should be actively 
incorporated into the development of draft legislation, regulatory frameworks, and methodo-
logical guidance. Dissemination through targeted information campaigns and policy dialogue 
with national stakeholders will be critical to securing the necessary political and institutional 
support. 
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Abstract 
Context: Choosing a future profession during middle and later adolescence is a crucial task for 
young people. However, observational data indicate that many students in initial vocational 
education make hasty decisions regarding their study programs, often focusing solely on short-
term career goals. For several years, vocational training institutions in Lithuania have experi-
enced a significant dropout rate, with about one-fifth of students leaving each year. Researchers 
suggest that these withdrawals are often linked to poor decision-making regarding vocational 
career prospects and to difficulties in adapting to a new educational institution. It was found 
that institutional adjustment is a strong predictor of whether learners remain enrolled or drop 
out. Consequently, this paper examines the issues of vocational expectations and adaptation 
within vocational training institutions, considering factors such as gender and age group. 
Approach: A comparative-correlational study was conducted involving 377 students from 29 
VET institutions across the country. The study compared the vocational expectations and ad-
justments of two groups of initial vocational education students: those who completed 10th 
grade and those who completed 12th grade, as well as males and females. The research sought 
to identify correlations between these variables. 
Findings: The descriptive statistics revealed relatively high vocational expectations and good 
adaptation within the school environment. Parametric statistical methods indicated a moder-
ately strong positive correlation between vocational expectations and adjustment in vocational 
education and training institutions, as well as some noticeable differences based on gender and 
age. Significant gender differences were found: females reported higher vocational expecta-
tions and demonstrated better academic adjustment in vocational schools. The study also con-
firmed that older students (post-grade 12) have higher professional expectations than their 
younger counterparts in primary vocational education (post-grade 10). This aligns with their 
superior personal, emotional, and institutional adaptation. In contrast, the data showed that 
younger students in primary VET have lower vocational expectations and poorer school adap-
tation. 
Conclusions: More investigation is needed to determine whether students with lower vocational 
expectations enter VET without clear, defined goals or if their expectations change throughout 
their education. Practical recommendations underline the importance of taking care of the well-
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being of younger trainees, providing timely and targeted information and addressing other as-
pects that lead to the development of adequate expectations, which may also determine voca-
tional adjustment. 

Keywords 
initial vocational education and training, school adjustment, students, vocational expectations. 

1 Introduction 
Making initial career choices and transitioning from general education to vocational edu-

cation and training (VET) is a crucial step in young people's career path (Karacan-Ozdemir & 
Ayaz, 2022; Volodina & Nagy, 2016). Volodina and Nagy (2016) found that vocational inter-
ests were the strongest predictors of transition from general education to vocational school. 
Furthermore, vocational expectations significantly influence students' future learning behav-
iours (Elffers & Oort, 2013), their perceptions of knowledge and skills gaps, academic achieve-
ment (Negru-Subtirica & Pop, 2016), career adaptability and aspirations (Basler & Kriesi, 2019; 
Jokštaitė & Pociūtė, 2014), as well as impact their occupational opportunities (Beal & Crockett, 
2010). Research has also shown that poor career decisions can increase anxiety during the learn-
ing process, potentially leading to a lower level of adjustment to educational institutions 
(Jokštaitė &Pociūtė, 2014) and even cause students to drop out of school (Böhn & Deutscher, 
2022; Beilmann & Espenberg, 2016). 

Numerous educational researchers consider students' adjustment to educational institution 
as a significant outcome in its own right (Credé & Niehorster, 2012). They have investigated a 
broad range of factors that may predict or correlate with students' adaptation to the school en-
vironment. These factors encompass educational aspirations and professional expectations, ac-
ademic expectations and self-efficacy (Campos et al., 2022), personal characteristics and expe-
riences of stress (Feld et al., 2011), as well as autonomy, social support, and academic commit-
ment (Lopez-Angulo et al., 2021). Additionally, the dynamics of teacher-student relationships 
(Longobardi et al., 2016) and levels of academic achievement (van Rooij et al., 2017) also play 
a critical role. 

Most studies concentrate on specific occupational choices, often related to academic paths, 
or they examine the correlations and predictors of various variables. There is a greater emphasis 
on the challenges of adapting to higher education, such as universities and colleges. However, 
comparatively few studies have explored the context of vocational education and the vocational 
expectations tied to it (Tyson, 2016; Elffers & Oort, 2013). Therefore, this paper aims to shed 
light on the connections between students' vocational expectations in initial vocational training 
and their adjustment within a vocational training institution. Prior to delving deeper, this study 
will clarify the variables involved. 

1.1 Vocational Expectations 
The first vocational (or occupational) decision made at the end of general education has a 

significant long-term impact on an individual's life, academic opportunities, and career choices 
(Wüst, 2015). Choosing a specific profession at this stage presents one of the challenges en-
countered during the adolescent developmental phase (Kepalaitė, 2013), which is particularly 
sensitive for learners. In the literature, expectations are described as a mental state associated 
with the anticipation of future events, which, in turn, shapes an individual's behaviour. These 
expectations can be linked to motivational constructs similar to goals or “future selves” (Strauss 
et al., 2012), representing a hopeful anticipation of self-fulfilment directed toward a long-term 
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perspective. Therefore, expectations refer to the occupations or careers that young people be-
lieve they are likely to achieve, based on a realistic assessment of their self-concept and the 
conditions of the job market (Perry & Raeburn, 2017). 

In this study, it is crucial to distinguish between two types of expectations. The first type 
refers to how much individuals anticipate their future job will align with their ideal job as they 
envision it. The second type concerns how prestigious they expect their future job to be re-
garded in society (Urbanavičiūtė, 2009). Expectations about the ideal job reflect the personal 
value an individual associates with their future career and are linked to intrinsic motivating 
factors. In contrast, expectations regarding a prestigious job emphasize the social value of a 
career as recognized by the individual’s environment or society, which corresponds to extrinsic 
motivating factors. Evaluating the negative aspects of a job may influence perceptions of per-
formance and impact future career intentions. As a result, vocational expectations can represent 
a unique combination of traits, values, experiences, and anticipations for each individual. Ac-
cording to Beilmann and Espenberg (2016), understanding and managing expectations — while 
striving to align them more closely with reality — can help prevent learner dropouts. 

1.2 School Adjustment 
For those aspiring their first profession, VET not only facilitates the transition to the labour 

market (Golsteyn & Stenberg, 2017), but also provides a long-term safe environment for per-
sonal and professional development, gradually shaping adolescents' life aspirations, learning 
patterns, professional identities (Negru-Subtirica & Pop, 2016), and socialising them for a ca-
reer in the labour market (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). However, the transition from general edu-
cation to vocational education and the adaptation to it can be one of the most challenging in 
adolescence (Feldt et al., 2011; Volodina & Nagy, 2016). Researchers recognize that school 
adjustment is multidimensional and discuss various factors that can either facilitate or hinder 
students' adaptation. Most research in this area draws on Baker and Siryk's (1986) theoretically 
grounded four dimensions of school adjustment - academic, personal-emotional, social, and 
institutional (Credé & Niehorster, 2012). 

Academic adjustment refers to how well students adapt to changing academic demands 
and how capable they feel in completing various academic tasks (Credé & Niehorster, 2012). 
As both general education and vocational subjects (e.g., post-grade 10) become more demand-
ing, requiring increased cognitive effort from students (Eccles & Roeser, 2011), it is crucial 
that teaching materials, curriculum structure, content, and the overall organization of the learn-
ing experience support students' well-being in school. Academic adjustment is demonstrated 
by learners' attitudes and engagement in the learning process, their academic effort, and their 
perceived ownership of appropriate learning skills (Feldt et al., 2011). 

Personal-emotional adjustment refers to a student's emotional well-being, as well as their 
psychological and physical state (Feldt et al., 2011; Credé & Niehorster, 2012). This adjustment 
is influenced by challenges and negative emotions, such as anxiety and fear that arise in school. 
Factors contributing to school anxiety include pressures to fit in with teachers, peers, and par-
ents, as well as fears related to testing and self-expression. During adjustment periods, school 
anxiety can negatively affect students' social behaviour, limit their ability to communicate and 
socialise, reduce attendance, and instil fears about future educational and career pursuits (Griga-
itienė & Bukšnytė-Marmienė, 2018). Avant et al. (2011) argue that a lack of emotional support 
in new environments can increase student exclusion. Gazelle (2006) indicates that some pupils, 
needing more protection during transitions, may face victimisation if they lack support. In con-
trast, various studies show that a warm classroom climate, bolstered by social support from 
teachers, parents, and peers, reduces behavioural problems and enhances adjustment and par-
ticipation in school life (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). 
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Social adjustment, defined by Credé and Niehorster (2012), is the integration into the social 
structures of educational institutions. Feldt et al. (2011) emphasise the importance of strong 
social skills, friendship-making abilities, and satisfaction in social relationships. When students 
change schools, they must navigate new friendship networks (Eccles & Roeser, 2011) and re-
assess their place within a new peer group. This transition can be especially challenging for 
anxious children, who may need specific interventions to help them adjust (Gazelle, 2006). 
Teachers play a crucial role in this adjustment process (Eccles & Roeser, 2011), as their support 
fosters academic engagement and enhances social and emotional well-being (Longobardi et al., 
2016). Peer relationships greatly affect a student's ability to adjust. Children who are accepted 
by peers and receive emotional support develop better social skills, while those without strong 
social connections often struggle with feelings of insecurity, leading to negative attitudes to-
ward school (Grigaitienė & Bukšnytė-Marmienė, 2018). 

Institutional adjustment refers to how well students connect with their school community 
(Credé & Niehorster, 2012). This includes their self-perception as community members, inte-
gration into school life, and relationships with the institution (Kepalaitė, 2013). Successful ad-
aptation involves meeting school requirements, functioning effectively in the environment, and 
interacting appropriately (Grigaitienė & Bukšnytė-Marmienė, 2018). Achieving harmony be-
tween students and schools requires effort from both sides. Students must embrace new roles 
that align with their environment's clear expectations while addressing their needs for auton-
omy, competence, and belonging (Raižienė et al., 2015). Adjustment difficulties can lead to 
switching curricula or dropout (Tinto, 2012; Volodina & Nagy, 2016), making it crucial for 
institutions to implement effective support strategies (Feldt et al., 2011). 

Credé and Niehorster (2012), after reviewing two decades of empirical research on adjust-
ment in educational settings, found a strong relationship among all four dimensions of adjust-
ment. They identified a particularly strong correlation between social adjustment and institu-
tional adjustment. Notably, institutional adjustment serves as a strong predictor of student re-
tention and dropout rates (Credé & Niehorster, 2012, p. 155-156). However, there remains an 
absence of clear correlations between vocational expectations and adjustment in vocational 
training institutions. 

1.3 The Role of Gender and Age 
According to the literature, gender influences both school adaptation (Raižienė et al., 2015) 

and occupational expectations (Gore et al., 2017) but research findings have been mixed. Ex-
isting literature on the vocational expectations of adolescents highlights significant gender dif-
ferences. Karacan-Ozdemir and Ayaz (2022) summarized that while some studies found no 
notable gender differences, others pointed to higher expectations in either male or female stu-
dents. Additionally, gender roles can impact students' class participation, learning styles, and 
interactions with peers and teachers (Kuhn & Wolter, 2023). This, in turn, helps them develop 
specific strategies for coping with adaptation challenges. 

Research indicates that professional expectations change only slightly during adolescence 
(Beal & Crockett, 2010; Basler & Kriesi, 2019). While young people in vocational education 
often hold high, sometimes unrealistic expectations (Stam, 2017; Walters, 2021), these aspira-
tions may decrease as they better understand their strengths and opportunities (Sharp et al., 
2019). Additionally, age significantly impacts students' adaptability in vocational school, af-
fecting motivation, learning styles, career choices, and life responsibilities. Understanding these 
factors is crucial for developing targeted interventions to support diverse student populations 
in vocational training. 
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1.4 Context 
The literature review highlights the need to assess vocational expectations and adaptation 

to vocational schools within a specific context. In Lithuania, initial vocational education and 
training (IVET) is designed for students to obtain their first qualification. There are three types 
of IVET programmes available: 

 
• training programmes for students without basic education (after completing 8-9 grades) 

focused on acquiring a professional qualification or a specific profession along with basic 
education; 

• training programmes for students with basic education (after completing 10 grades) aimed 
at obtaining a professional qualification or a specific profession in addition to upper sec-
ondary education; 

• training programmes for students with upper secondary education (after completing 12 
grades) designed to acquire a professional qualification as a skilled worker. 
 
The number of students in vocational education and training institutions is gradually in-

creasing, though only slightly. According to data from the Government Strategic Analysis Cen-
tre (STRATA, 2021), approximately one-tenth of the country's high school graduates enrol in 
vocational education and training institutions each year. Additionally, there is an increasing 
number of young people aged 15 to 16, who are at risk of dropping out of the general education 
system. 

What professional decisions do young people make when entering the VET system? Ob-
servational data on general education students indicate that the majority make unconsidered 
choices about their curricula, focusing primarily on short-term career goals (Jokštaitė & 
Pociūtė, 2014). The lack of research necessitates a deeper examination of the vocational expec-
tations of IVET students and their adaptation to school. 

Several important questions can be raised about the relationship between vocational expec-
tations and school adjustment: 
1) What are the occupational expectations of students in IVET? How do these students adapt 

to vocational school? What is the relationship between students' vocational expectations 
and their adaptation to vocational school? 

2) How are vocational expectations and school adaptation related to gender and age groups? 
3) How do vocational expectations, along with gender and age, predict school adaptation? 

2 Method 

2.1 Sample and Procedure 
The study involved 377 students from initial vocational education and training, recruited 

from 29 VET institutions across the country using a convenience sampling method. The age 
distribution of the participants was appropriate for the types of modular vocational programmes. 
Among the participants, 165 students (43.8%) were enrolled in programmes following 10th 
grade, that included both vocational training and general education, with an average age of 
17.36 years (SD = .73). In contrast, 212 students (56.2%) were enrolled in programmes after 
12th grade, with an average age of 20.21 years (SD = 1.79). Additionally, there were more 
female students in the post-grade 12 programmes, with 131 girls compared to 83 in the post-
grade 10 programmes. 
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2.2 Measures 
A short version of the Academic Expectations Scale, adapted for first-year students, was 

used to assess their occupational expectations (Fleith et al., 2020). This scale includes 5 sub-
scales that evaluate students' occupational expectations as part of their overall academic expec-
tations. The statements cover aspects such as 'The desire to pursue a socially valued occupation' 
and 'The aim to increase the likelihood of securing a stable job in the future'. Respondents rated 
their level of agreement with each statement on a 6-point scale, ranging from 1 ('strongly disa-
gree') to 6 ('strongly agree'). The authors reported a Cronbach's alpha of .89 for the original 
occupational success perspective subscale (Fleith et al., 2020). In the present study, Cronbach's 
alpha for this subscale was found to be .91, indicating high reliability. 

The Student's Adjustment to College Questionnaire (Baker & Siryk, 1986) was utilized in 
this study, featuring a shortened version containing 38 items that represent 4 dimensions 
(Lopez-Angulo et al., 2021). Participants rated the extent to which they agreed or disagreed 
with the statements on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 ('strongly disagree') to 7 ('strongly agree'). 
The internal consistency results for the subscales of the short version of the questionnaire were 
as follows: Personal-emotional adjustment (15 statements, e.g., 'I don’t think I can do every-
thing that is asked of me') subscale α = .95; Social adjustment (8 statements, e.g., 'In vocational 
school, I meet people and make friends') subscale α = .84; Institutional adjustment (10 state-
ments, e.g., 'I know why I’m in vocational school and what I want to get out of it') subscale α = 
.87; Academic adjustment (5 statements, e.g., 'I am very satisfied with the teachers on this 
course') subscale α = .90. In the present study, the overall Cronbach's alpha coefficient of .95 
indicates high internal consistency, that is consistent with findings from other authors, such as 
Rodriguez et al. (2012), who reported an α of  .84. 

2.3 Data Analysis 
Descriptive statistics were computed for the study variables across the overall sample, as 

well as by gender and study programme type. Given that the distributions of the variables 
closely resemble a normal distribution, parametric criteria were used for the statistical analyses. 
Independent samples t-tests were conducted to examine the significance of differences in study 
measures based on gender and study programme type. Hedges’ g was calculated as a measure 
of effect size to express the magnitude of differences between the two different sample size 
groups. Additionally, Pearson's correlation coefficient and linear regression analysis were em-
ployed to evaluate the associations among the variables. 

3 Results 
Table A1 in the Appendix presents the descriptive statistics for vocational expectations, 

analysed for the overall sample as well as by gender and study programme type. Overall, par-
ticipants demonstrated strong vocational expectations, with ratings averaging close to five on a 
6-point scale (M = 4.84; SD = .89), which is significantly above the theoretical mean of 3.5. 
Some gender differences were observed: females reported significantly higher scores (p < .05) 
across nearly all subscales, except for the perception of having better opportunities in the labour 
market, where no significant differences between the groups were found. Although statistically 
significant changes were observed, the effect size for vocational expectations between females 
and males was small (g = .28). 

Statistically significant differences were found (p < .05) between participants in post-10 
and post-12 grades. The difference was modest (g = .27), but students enrolled in the post-10th 
modular vocational training programs had lower mean scores across all subscales. However, it 
can be confirmed that older students (post-grade 12) have higher vocational expectations than 
younger students (post-grade 10). 
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Descriptive statistics for the Vocational School Adjustment scale are presented in Table A2 
in the Appendix. The highest scores were recorded for institutional adjustment (M = 5.6; SD = 
.97), while the lowest were for personal-emotional adjustment (M = 4.6; SD = 1.45). The mean 
scores for all subscales were above the theoretical mean of the scale (4), indicating that students 
generally feel well-adjusted to the VET institutions. 

Overall, there were no statistically significant differences (p > .05) in how males and fe-
males adapted in vocational training institutions, except for academic adjustment where females 
demonstrated slightly higher (g = .22) and statistically significant scores (p < .05) compared to 
males. An independent t-test revealed that students who completed 12 grades had significantly 
better school adjustment than those who completed only 10 grades (p < .05). These older stu-
dents displayed better personal-emotional (p < .01) and institutional (p < .01) adjustment. This 
suggests that older students adapt better in VET institutions than younger students, although 
the effect size is small (g = .26). 

Table 1 presents the correlations among the study measures, as detailed in Tables A1 and 
A2. The correlation coefficient between general adaptation in vocational school and vocational 
expectations is 0.49 (p < 0.01), indicating a moderate strength of the relationship. This suggests 
that students with higher vocational expectations tend to adapt better to vocational school. 

The correlation between vocational expectations and school adaptation is moderately 
strong for both female and male students. While post-grade 12 students have statistically sig-
nificantly higher vocational expectations, the correlation between these expectations and school 
adaptation remains moderately strong for both groups. Interestingly, younger students exhibit 
an even stronger correlation than older students. 

Table 1 
The Correlation between Vocational Expectations and Adjustment in Vocational School 

 

Sample groups N 

Adjustment in vocational school 
Personal-
emotional 
adjustment 

Social ad-
justment 

Institutional 
adjustment 

Academic 
adjustment 

General  
adjustment 

V
oc

at
io

na
l e

x-
pe

ct
at

io
ns

 

Total sample 377 .22** .51** .32** .53** .49** 
Males 141 .12 .62** .21* .60** .49** 
Females 214 .31** .43** .42** .43** .49** 
Post 10 grades 165 .20** .59** .28** .52** .50** 
Post 12 grades 212 .19** .46** .32** .53** .47** 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01. 

A linear regression analysis was conducted to determine whether vocational expectations, 
the type of programme (post-grade 10 and post-grade 12), and gender significantly predict ad-
aptation to VET institution. The results of the regression analysis, shown in Table 2, indicated 
that learners' vocational expectations and gender are significant predictors of adjustment to vo-
cational school. Together, these variables explain 24.6% of the variation in vocational school 
adaptation data. 
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Table 2 
Regression Equation Characteristics for Predicting Adjustment in Vocational School 

Variables Regression coefficients t p F R R2 B β 
Expectations .51 .48 10.48 .01 

40.49** .49 .25 Gender - .16 - .099  - 2.21 .03 
Programme type  .12 - .06 1.40 .16 

Note. ** p < .01; males: 1; females: 2; post-grade 10 = 1, post-grade 12 = 2 

It can be argued that males with higher vocational expectations adapt better in vocational 
schools. However, it is important to note that the predictive value of these expectations is rela-
tively low, suggesting that there are other significant factors influencing students' adaptation in 
vocational settings. 

4 Discussion and Conclusions 
This research enhances existing studies on learners' occupational expectations and adapta-

tion in an educational institution by shedding light on the situation in initial vocational educa-
tion. 

The findings of our study indicate that IVET students generally have high vocational ex-
pectations, particularly regarding their desire for stable employment and future professional 
success. These high expectations are not exclusive to IVET students. Yudina et al. (2020) found 
that individuals with higher qualifications tend to have even higher and more positive occupa-
tional expectations. A comparative study by Jokšaitė and Pociūtė (2014) revealed that univer-
sity students have significantly greater occupational aspirations than college or vocational stu-
dents. Walters (2021) notes that many college freshmen not only have high expectations but 
often hold unrealistic ones as well. Tinto (2012) argues that fostering high expectations is ben-
eficial, as they are essential for student success, while low expectations can lead to failure. 
Additionally, Tinto states that first-year college students' expectations remain flexible and can 
be easily influenced by educational institutions. 

The results of this study indicate that IVET students adapt well to their schools, particularly 
in terms of institutional adaptation. This is reflected in the students' satisfaction with their ex-
periences in various aspects of the school and their sense of belonging to the institution (Lopez-
Angulo et al., 2021). The findings revealed a moderately strong positive correlation between 
vocational expectations and adjustment to VET institutions. This suggests that higher voca-
tional expectations contribute to better adaptation in VET schools. 

This study also emphasised particular nuances due to the significant differences that were 
found. 

Significant differences were observed between males and females regarding vocational ex-
pectations and school adjustment. Girls had slightly higher mean scores on both the vocational 
expectations scale and the academic adjustment subscale. However, other studies have reported 
contradictory findings. For instance, Walters (2021) found that gender does not significantly 
impact students' college expectations. Conversely, Watts et al. (2015) and Wicht et al. (2022) 
indicated that college women have higher levels of occupational aspirations compared to col-
lege men. The authors suggest that females' elevated occupational aspirations reflect their spe-
cific vocational interests — such as aspirations for higher socioeconomic status occupations 
and the nature of the work itself — rather than a general desire for higher status and prestige 
compared to males. 

When examining gender issues related to school adjustment, research findings often vary. 
This study revealed that boys tend to adapt better on a personal-emotional level, while girls 
excel significantly in academic adaptation. Schnuck and Handal (2011), who studied college 
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freshmen, found that women displayed better institutional adjustment but had poorer personal-
emotional adjustment compared to men. Additionally, the results from Raižienė et al. (2015) 
indicated that girls experience more emotional difficulties and struggle more with adjustment 
in learning environments. In contrast, Grama (2018) reported the opposite: men demonstrated 
stronger institutional adjustment but weaker personal-emotional adjustment than women. 

Beal and Crockett (2010) and Basler and Kriesi (2019) suggest that professional expecta-
tions change only slightly during adolescence. This study found that older students, who have 
completed grade 12, have significantly higher vocational expectations compared to younger 
students, even though the age difference effect size between these groups is minimal. Basler 
and Kriesi's (2019) longitudinal research in Switzerland indicated that the level and develop-
ment of vocational aspirations among individuals aged 15 to 21 vary. The authors observed that 
while young people enrolled in baccalaureate programs tend to slightly decrease their occupa-
tional aspirations over time, those in certain types of vocational training experience a significant 
increase in their aspirations. Another common perspective is that aspirations often decline as 
adolescents develop a clearer understanding of their strengths and the opportunities available 
to them (Sharp et al., 2019). 

However, higher vocational expectations partly contribute to better school adjustment. Stu-
dents in post-grade 12 tend to adapt better in terms of personal and emotional, as well as insti-
tutional aspects. While younger students in initial vocational training (post-grade 10) have 
lower vocational expectations and weaker school adjustment skills, the relationship between 
their vocational expectations and overall school adjustment is stronger compared to that of older 
students. 

The findings of this study suggest that younger students (post-grade 10) face significant 
challenges in their personal-emotional and institutional adjustment. These younger pupils strug-
gle to meet the institution's demands, integrate into school life, commit to the school, and often 
experience higher levels of emotional, psychological, and physical discomfort. It is well-known 
that students with low grades in general education (Rosvall et al., 2017) and those with behav-
ioural difficulties are often directed towards vocational training. This trend is observed not only 
in Lithuania but also in other countries (see Ling, 2015). Researchers highlight a paradox: while 
vocational training is typically associated with learners of lower social status and educational 
achievement, low-achieving students often set high aspirations that do not align with their aca-
demic performance (Stam, 2017). Conversely, the respondents in our study do not have high 
professional expectations after grade 10; they experience personal-emotional and institutional 
challenges in adjusting to vocational school. However, the relationship between their vocational 
expectations and overall school adjustment is stronger than it is for older students. According 
to Credé and Niehorster (2012), the level of institutional adjustment strongly predicts whether 
a student will drop out or remain in school. In this study, the programme type (i.e., age) was 
not identified as a predictor of school adjustment. However, this underscores the significance 
of the school environment and the need for interventions (Longobardi et al., 2016) aimed at 
supporting students with lower expectations and poorer adjustment. 

We suggest that a combination of lower occupational expectations and poorer personal- 
emotional, and institutional adjustment — often seen in students after grade 10 — may contrib-
ute to a higher risk of dropping out of school. However, this hypothesis should be examined in 
a separate study. Our research offers initial insights into the relationship between the factors 
being investigated, categorised by the type of vocational training programmes. 

4.1 Limitations of the Study and Guidelines for Further Research 
The study has several limitations. One major issue is that the survey sample does not fully 

represent the diversity of VET institutions and programmes across Lithuania. A higher propor-
tion of certain institutions are represented, often centred on students from the same institution 
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and even from the same class or group. It would be beneficial to reconsider and adjust the 
sampling method used for this survey. 

Secondly, this study relies on self-reports for data collection, and respondents often present 
themselves in the best possible light. Therefore, the scale could include control questions to 
assess social desirability. 

Thirdly, the cross-sectional study does not indicate any change in vocational expectations. 
To gain a clearer understanding of how students' vocational expectations and school adjustment 
evolve, it would be beneficial to survey two phases: one at the beginning of their studies and 
another at graduation. This approach would allow for a more detailed analysis of the dynamics 
involved. 

Given the positive relationship between vocational expectations and school adjustment, it 
is advisable to conduct further in-depth research in this area. This research should explore the 
connections between these factors and the socio-demographic characteristics of students. Ad-
ditionally, it should examine the reasons behind choosing, dropping out of, or switching edu-
cational programmes. Lastly, this study does not address the impact of vocational training in-
stitutions on the adjustment and development of learners' vocational expectations, especially 
after the 10th grade. We believe that IVET learners in this age group should receive greater 
research attention. 
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Appendix A 

Table A1 
Descriptive Statistics on the Respondents’ Vocational Expectations 
Subscales Sample Gender Type of study programme 

Female Male  t-test Post-10 
grades 

Post-12 
grades 

t-test 

M SD M SD M SD t p M SD M SD t p 
Aiming for a so-
cially valued pro-
fession 

4.52 1.09 4.65  .91 4.41 1.20 -2.16 .031 4.31 1.10 4.69 1.05 -3.41 .001 

To have better op-
portunities in the la-
bour market 

4.79  .99 4.87  .82 4.74 1.14 -1.26 .209 4.62 1.07 4.92  .90 -2.92 .004 

Get training to get a 
good job 

4.91 1.08 5.04  .96 4.77 1.20 -2.34 .020 4.78 1.13 5.01 1.03 -2.09 .038 

To be trained for 
future professional 
success 

4.97 1.02 5.12  .92 4.82 1.13 -2.81 .005 4.85 1.07 5.05  .98 -1.86 .063 

Increase the likeli-
hood of having a 
stable job in the 
future 

5.02 1.06 5.15  .89 4.87 1.24 -2.49 .013 4.93 1.11 5.09 1.02 -1.47 .143 

General scale  4.84  .89 4.97  .73 4.72 1.04 -2.62 .009 4.70  .91 4.95  .87 -2.76 .006 
 

Table A2 
Descriptive Statistics on the Respondents’ Vocational School Adjustment 
Subscales Sample Gender Type of study programme 

Female Male t-test Post-10 
grades 

Post-12 
grades 

t-test 

M SD M SD M SD t p M SD M SD t p 
Personal-emotional 
adjustment 

4.60 1.5 4.52 1.48 4.82 1.37 1.95 .052 4.35 1.45 4.79 1.41 -2.95 .003 

Social adjustment 5.15 1.08 5.21 1.09 5.19 1.01 - .13 .900 5.13 1.03 5.16 1.11 - .25 .805 
Institutional adjust-
ment 

5.60  .97 5.70  .93 5.50 1.02 -1.94 .053 5.41  .98 5.73 .94 -3.19 .002 

Academic adjustment 5.35 1.29 5.51 1.28 5.22 1.32 - .07 .040 5.24 1.20 5.44 1.37 -1.44 .151 
General  scale 5.17  .94 5.24 .95 5.18 .92 - .50 .615 5.03 .90 5.28 .96 -2.52 .012 
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Abstract 
Context: This paper presents preliminary findings of a more ambitious study aimed to investi-
gate the role of the car industry in integrating migrants into the workforce and society in Sweden 
and the USA. The study is part of the research project from work force immigration to inclusion 
– A study of Vocational Education & Training development in relation to society changes and 
immigration in a historical perspective, funded by the Swedish Research Council. 
Approach: Using a comparative case study approach, it employs curriculum and frame factor 
theory, analysing labor policies and integration programs through qualitative and quantitative 
data. 
Findings: Both countries offer employment opportunities in the automotive sector, yet differ in 
labour market policies, social support systems, and integration strategies. Migrants face chal-
lenges such as language barriers and recognition of foreign qualifications, but targeted voca-
tional training and government initiatives help facilitate inclusion. 
Conclusions: The study underscores the car industry's significance in economic and social in-
tegration, emphasizing the need for policies promoting equitable access and long-term inclu-
sion. 

Keywords 
migration, vocational education and training, car industry, inclusion 

1 Introduction 
This research paper presents preliminary findings of a study examine to investigate the role 

of the car industry in the integration of migrants into the workforce and society in Sweden and 
the United States. It explores how this sector influences economic opportunities, social inclu-
sion, and cultural adaptation for migrant populations. Through a comparative analysis, the pa-
per highlights the distinct approaches and policies of each country, evaluating the successes 
and challenges faced by migrants in the automotive labour market. The findings suggest that 
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while both countries provide unique pathways for integration, structural differences in labor 
market policies and social welfare systems significantly affect migrant outcomes. The study is 
a work in progress part of the research project “From work force immigration to inclusion – A 
study of Vocational Education & Training development in relation to society changes and im-
migration in a historical perspective”, financed by the Swedish Research council. With a focus 
on structural changes and migration an international comparison as the one carried in this study 
intends to highlight features beyond Swedish national context to strengthen findings in studies 
by other researchers participating in the project. 

2 Context Setting and Framework of the Study 
A literature review by Antera & Moreno Herrera (2025) identified various dimensions and 

the complexity of the different interacting aspects related to migrant work force in the car in-
dustry. This section is largely based on the mentioned study. 

The integration of migrants into the workforce and society is a pressing issue in many 
countries, particularly in the context of globalization and increasing migration flows. The car 
industry, a key sector in both the United States and Sweden, has played and still plays a signif-
icant role in this integration process. This study investigates how the automotive industry serves 
as a vehicle for economic inclusion and social integration of migrants, examining policies, prac-
tices, and outcomes in both contexts. 

Portrayed as the industry of industries (Drucker, 1992), the car industry has a significant 
role in global and national economies, not only because of its massive size but also because of 
its connections to other industries (Dicken, 2003), being a key player in the trade and economy 
of several countries around the world. Originating in France and Germany, its activity has 
reached the United States, Japan and the Republic of Korea, while the more recent emergence 
of China, especially regarding electric vehicles, cannot be overlooked. Expanding in services 
more than vehicle production, the car automotive industry became synonymous with the indus-
trial development of the 20th century (Papatheodouru & Harris, 2017). In terms of its contribu-
tion to global economic growth, the automotive industry´s annual turnover is of equal value to 
the world´s sixth-largest economy (Masoumi et al., 2019). The car industry is perceived as 
capital-intensive, but it drives research and innovation, also creating job positions and invest-
ment. Because of its size, the automotive industry has been perceived as a key actor in achieving 
several of the Sustainable Development Goals for 2030, including sustainable economic 
growth, decent work, quality education and sustainable cities. 

Besides the economic and technological contribution, the automotive industry´s role in ed-
ucation and training is indisputable. Automobile companies have been responsible for the de-
velopment of the workers, with (technical) training provided in-house, often in collaboration 
with vocational education and training institutions, and/or government agencies (Laseinde & 
Kanakana, 2017). As the sector is currently undergoing transformation, the car industry should 
revise practices of recruiting and (re)training workers, investing in the competence of a labour 
force that can use new technologies to improve productivity and sustainability, as according to 
the International Labour Organization (ILO) (2020) the capabilities of the workforce in the car 
industry are decisive for its future. 

From a historical perspective, the automotive industry has been highly resilient, recovering 
from financial recessions and contributing to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and global em-
ployment. Since the beginning of mass automobile production in the United States until today, 
the car industry has employed large numbers of migrants. From 2012 to 2017, the percentage 
of migrants as part of all automotive industry workers increased by around 8-10 % in the United 
States (US). The automobile industry has historically attracted low-skilled workers for the as-
sembly lines, and fewer skilled workers for specialised tasks. Nevertheless, in the present times, 
there is a need for highly skilled and often science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
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(STEM)-educated migrant workers. Recruiting a (highly skilled) migrant workforce is benefi-
cial to the car industry; yet it causes a permanent loss of the national workforce, often qualified 
nationals (ILO, 2020). On the other hand, migrant workers recruited for low-skilled jobs have 
raised concerns about their work conditions, which research literature has shown to be bad (e.g., 
Lau, 2012; Leach, 2008; Schmitz, 2019). 

According to ILO (2020), migration policies are continuously evolving, due to a growing 
reliance on temporary labour migration programmes rather than permanent migration. More 
specifically, a tendency towards temporary foreign worker schemes has been identified, with 
these schemes requiring stricter conditions for the admission of less skilled workers compared 
to highly skilled workers. These trends create a rather demanding environment for migrant 
workers, putting an increasing emphasis on skills recognition and meaningful employment. In 
these terms, validation of prior experience and recognition of skills becomes an issue of trans-
national collaboration. 

Summarising the car industry as a sector that is an important contributor to economic 
growth, a common provider of training and an employer of a migrant workforce, researching 
further the relationships between this sector and migrant labour can illuminate the potential 
lying within it and the challenges ahead. Hence, the present study explores the relationships 
between migrant labour and the car industry sector as they are outlined in the research literature. 
Nevertheless, it is important to note that the literature considering both topics, meaning the car 
industry and migration (or migrant labour), is scarce. 

3 Theory and method 
The theoretical ground for this study is twofold: we have combined curriculum theory, in 

specific frame factor theory as developed by Lundgren (1972) and Goffamn´s frame theory 
(1974). Curriculum theory helps, in the context of this study, to examine various factors influ-
encing the dynamics of migrants' inclusion in the work forces in the car industry in both con-
texts. Secondly, we use international comparative methodology in specific research that high-
lights the methodological challenges in comparing context where ‘frame factors and social tra-
jectories varies considerably (e.g. Bray & Thomas, 1995; Bray et al., 2007). This study employs 
a comparative case study approach, drawing on qualitative and quantitative data from industry 
reports, government publications, and academic literature. It analyses labor policy frameworks, 
and integration programs in both countries, focusing on the experiences of migrants within the 
automotive sector. 

This multi-faceted approach enables a nuanced understanding of how the automotive in-
dustry functions as a vehicle for economic and social integration in distinct policy environ-
ments. 

4 Preliminary Results 
Literature review indicates that migration has profound economic implications for host 

countries. Research indicates that migrants contribute to economic growth, innovation, and la-
bour market dynamism. However, the extent of their integration into the labour market varies 
widely, influenced by factors such as local labour demand, educational background, and sup-
port systems. The car industry is a significant economic sector in both Sweden and the USA, 
offering diverse employment opportunities. It is characterized by a range of roles, from manu-
facturing to engineering and design, which can accommodate varying skill levels among mi-
grants. 

An overview of the Swedish automotive sector gives grounds to argue that Sweden's auto-
motive industry, known for its innovation and sustainability, is a significant contributor to the 
national economy. Major companies such as Scania and Volvo had and still have employment 
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impact that reaches several communities and not only where main assembly lines are located. 
Migrant workforce has been significant and had a remarkable impact in the development of the 
Swedish car industry. The composition of migrant workers in the Swedish automotive sector 
and their qualifications has historically shifted, while a pattern of migrant workers from, for 
example, Finland, the Balkans and Italy is well documented, there is also more recently a more 
diverse group of migrants working in different positions within the industry. 

The employment challenges are various and related to aspects that goes beyond the specific 
practical skills needed for a specific activity in the industry, from assembly lines to administra-
tive work. Challenges faced by migrants, include cultural ‘adaptation’, language barriers, and 
the recognition of foreign education and experience. Sweden is also known from enactment of 
various integration initiatives. Amongst the ways forward to face the challenges there are iden-
tifiable company policies and Swedish government's policies and initiatives to support the in-
tegration of migrants in the automotive industry, including vocational training programs, men-
torship schemes, and language instruction. 

On the other comparative component of the study, the car industry in the USA, we find that 
the U.S. automotive industry is one of the largest in the world, employing millions of people 
across various sectors. With difference to the Swedish case in terms of industry’s structure, key 
players, and economic significance, there is a commonality related to the employment of mi-
grant workforce. The demographics of migrant workers in the automotive sector, including their 
countries of origin, skill levels, and employment trends varies. Still, commonalities are identi-
fiable in relation to employment challenges and the barriers faced by the immigrants such as 
language proficiency, recognition of foreign qualifications, and discrimination. In this study, 
still in progress, we intend to look also at examples of integration initiatives aimed at facilitating 
the integration of migrants in the U.S. automotive sector. This may include training programs, 
language courses, and partnerships with community organizations. 

Further research work is needed, we do intend to reach a better understanding of policy 
frameworks. Comparing the policy approaches in the USA and Sweden regarding labour mar-
ket integration for migrants, focusing on the role of government, industry, and civil society. 

It is also relevant to search for possible evidence of economic outcomes, specifically the 
economic impact of migrant integration in the automotive sectors of both countries, considering 
employment rates, income levels, and job stability. Social outcomes are another aspect to be 
further investigated, in other words, examining possible evidence of the social integration of 
migrants within the automotive industry, including community involvement, cultural exchange, 
and social cohesion. 

In an earlier stage of the study, we can already see but need to identify further challenges 
and opportunities. Common challenges faced by migrants in both the U.S. and Swedish auto-
motive sectors, such as discrimination, underemployment, and lack of access to resources. Ev-
idence indicates that there have been opportunities for improvement, for example potential op-
portunities for enhancing migrant integration in the automotive industry, including policy rec-
ommendations and best practices from both countries. 

5 Concluding Remarks 
Concluding we argue that even though the study is on a preliminary stage, there is evidence, 

as presented in some of the literature used here, emphasizing the importance of the car industry 
as a facilitator of migrant integration and continued efforts to address barriers and promote 
inclusive practices within the sector. 

In relation to the migrant workers’ profiles, the types of skills that they bring to the car 
industry seem to be of primary importance. Highly skilled migrants seem to enjoy higher status 
and to be assigned further responsibilities. Another interesting element is the use and, thus, the 
value attributed to the cultural capital that re-migrants bring. Cultural capital can be viewed as 
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the social position that a person has and how it affects their actions. In analogy with economic 
capital, cultural capital is a resource, for example knowledge, that is invested and/or converted 
into other forms. 

The automotive industry serves as a critical platform for migrant workforce integration in 
both Sweden and the USA. While both countries offer employment pathways, disparities in 
labour policies and social welfare systems affect migrant outcomes. Sweden’s state-led inter-
ventions provide structured support, whereas the U.S. relies on employer-driven initiatives. Fu-
ture research should explore long-term employment trajectories and the role of technological 
advancements in shaping migrant labour opportunities. Strengthening policy frameworks for 
vocational education and workplace inclusion is essential to ensuring equitable access and long-
term economic stability for migrant workers. 

Further research is needed to clarify best how this sector influences economic opportuni-
ties, social inclusion, and cultural adaptation for migrant populations. The authors are commit-
ted to continue the path highlighted in this paper. 
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Abstract 
Context: Career planning is crucial for young people transitioning from school to vocational 
education and training (VET) or general education. Self-reflection and career-related decision-
making are essential for balancing societal, cultural, and personal factors. Career education in 
schools plays a vital role in preparing students for these transitions; however, challenges arise 
in providing personalised career support within the school environment. Digital tools offer a 
promising method to encourage career-related reflection and transformative learning, allowing 
students to explore their interests, competencies, and career pathways in a structured and self-
directed manner. 
Approach: This study investigates the implementation and impact of www.digibe.ch, an online 
career reflection tool. The tool offers structured reflection tasks covering various career-related 
themes, encouraging students to engage in self-reflection. Using a longitudinal study design, 
we collected data from students in lower secondary education over three years, monitoring their 
interaction with the tool, their self-reflection practices, and their career-related decision-mak-
ing. We also examined the role of teachers in facilitating career guidance and their perspectives 
on integrating digital tools into career education. 
Findings: The results indicate that career reflection is highly individualised, with students en-
gaging in self-reflection at varying paces. Some students reported notable benefits from using 
the tool, gaining deeper insights into their career interests and aspirations. Others responded 
negatively to the reflection tasks, perceiving little relevance in exploring broader career per-
spectives. Teachers played a significant role in granting students access to the online tool, and 

 
 

1  The project www.digibe.ch runs from 2021 to 2025 and is funded by the State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation SERI, with contributions from the three participating universities: PH FHNW, PH 
Bern, and APS FHNW. 
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their involvement and views on it varied. Some teachers recognised digital career reflection as 
an essential element of career education, whereas others regarded it as secondary to traditional 
career guidance methods. The study also highlighted that career planning is rarely linear; stu-
dents frequently revisit and revise their choices, underscoring the necessity for flexible and 
adaptive career education models. 
Conclusions: The findings emphasise the importance of fostering career-related self-reflection 
and transformative learning in school-based career education. Digital tools like www.digibe.ch 
can effectively support this process; however, their success depends on students’ readiness to 
reflect and the teachers' role in facilitating career exploration. Career planning should be rec-
ognised as a dynamic and ongoing process, requiring career education and adaptable guidance 
instead of rigid, linear methods that aim to place students in a suitable follow-up solution. Fu-
ture research should explore how to better integrate career education within school curricula 
and how digital tools can be optimised to meet diverse student needs. 

Keywords 
career-related self-reflection, transformative learning, career education in schools, digital career 
education tools, individualised career planning 

1 Introduction 
This paper reports on www.digibe.ch, a project designed to support young people in ex-

ploring careers and making decisions by encouraging career-related reflection and develop-
ment. It aims to foster self-reflection and transformative learning related to careers (Mezirow, 
2009). We present the structure of a longitudinal intervention study and results that address the 
roles of teachers, self-reflection, and transformative learning in students. 

Learning to manage career planning and decision-making is crucial in students' educational 
journeys and school-to-work transitions and beyond. Young people must choose to pursue vo-
cational or general education no later than the upper secondary level, and in some countries, 
even earlier at the lower secondary level. Transitioning from school to work is a beginning, not 
the final goal; career planning is a dynamic, long-term process that helps individuals adapt to 
changing career demands (Ertl, 2023). 

In many countries, VET promises to offer young people sustainable careers and supply the 
economy with skilled workers. It is seen as a viable education pathway in many countries to 
higher education and work (Billett et al., 2018; Cedefop, 2014) or aiding them in becoming 
self-employed (Allais, 2022). Nevertheless, for many young people, the decision to pursue ed-
ucation and training in initial vocational education and training (iVET) and VET rather than 
general education at the upper secondary level is inconceivable. They often perceive VET as 
more physically challenging, fearing longer working hours or feeling they have less freedom to 
pursue their projects compared to academic education (Nägele & Düggeli, 2020). These young 
individuals limit the range of career options they consider valid. Regardless of how we analyse 
it, career decisions are influenced and constrained by many early experiences and perceptions 
shaped by cultural, gender, and societal factors (Gottfredson, 2002). 

Young people should engage in career-related reflection to address these issues and 
broaden their exploration and choices. This process involves expanding their perspective on 
work and career options while developing thoughtful and informed decisions. Young people 
encounter numerous challenges when navigating the complexities of dynamic societies and 
emerging forms of employment (Savickas & Savickas, 2019). We cannot expect all young in-
dividuals to be capable or willing to self-reflect (Hell & Pässler, 2022) , nor is it necessary—or 
feasible—for all young people to have access to career counselling services and coaching. 
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Career education and counselling for students is often embedded in the school context. 
Teachers and parents play a crucial role in supporting students’ career planning within a class-
room, which presents various challenges. These challenges begin with the availability of re-
sources and extend to how to manage individualised coaching and guidance in a classroom 
setting (Stalder et al., 2023). Teachers often find themselves acting as educators, counsellors, 
or career guides, assisting students in navigating educational transitions and transformations. 
Our online tool is primarily designed for career education and guidance activities in schools 
and by teachers. “ Career education “ may be a more appropriate term in this context than “ 
career counselling “ or “ guidance. “ Career education fosters an understanding of the influences 
shaping concepts of self and career, emphasising the central role of schools and teachers in 
supporting young people's development (Irving, 2010). 

Digital tools are essential in this context, as they can enhance career education and guid-
ance. Questions emerge regarding how to design these online tools and their capacity to stimu-
late career-related reflection. 

2 The Aims of Career Guidance 
This paper emphasises a shift in perspective when examining the transition from school to 

vocational education and training (VET) through the lens of transformative learning and devel-
opmental processes. These processes help individuals design their careers and acquire the com-
petencies necessary to handle challenges during their transition from school to VET, and later 
in their careers, guided by career-related reflections. This approach contrasts with viewing the 
transition through the lens of employability, which focuses on facilitating young people’s entry 
into VET via matchmaking processes. 

Many countries invest significantly in guiding young people into vocational education and 
training (VET), with teachers or career counsellors playing central roles (Stalder et al., 2023). 
In the transition from school to work, whether at the lower or upper secondary school level, 
career counselling often focuses on helping young people pursue education and employment. 
For a long time, it has been an important goal to encourage young people to enter post-compul-
sory education (Heinz et al., 1985). 

Firstly, career guidance aims to assist adolescents in finding their way into education, train-
ing, and work. It prepares them academically for general education or makes them employable 
for apprenticeship positions. A broader approach to career education and counselling is rooted 
in career development theories (Savickas et al., 2009; Super, 1990). By doing so, we can guide 
young people toward suitable educational programmes or work opportunities, on one hand. 
This approach, however, narrows the focus to solving a transitional problem (Guichard, 2022). 

Secondly, career guidance aims to educate young people on how they can independently 
design their careers. This broader focus seeks to empower individuals to shape their future 
(Guichard, 2022). Designing a career depends on an individual's ability to engage in self-dis-
covery about the labour market, as well as an assessment of personal competencies, social con-
texts, and cultural backgrounds. During the critical phase when young people select educational 
or education-to-work pathways, it is essential to view this as an opportunity for decision-mak-
ing and for learning to navigate career paths, considering the developmental trajectories, com-
petencies, personal interests, and socio-cultural contexts that influence their aspirations 
(Bårdsdatter Bakke & Hooley, 2022). 

Career guidance and education are embedded in complex school, family, and societal con-
texts that limit the range of options in designing a career. Students lacking adequate career 
guidance may feel discouraged from pursuing vocational education and training (VET), even if 
it aligns with their talents and ambitions. Career planning among young people requires support 
from parents, teachers, training institutions, or career counsellors (Stalder et al., 2023; Von Wyl 
et al., 2018). Without this support, they tend to make career decisions heavily influenced by 
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their social background or their family's socio-economic status (Hirschi, 2009). Career support 
should aim not only at finding immediate solutions but also at helping students develop reflec-
tion and decision-making skills. In the Swiss context, many cantons have emphasised the im-
portance of empowering students to shape their careers (Nägele & Schneitter, 2016). This also 
addresses the challenges of increasingly non-linear career paths, which are visible in the tran-
sitions across secondary and tertiary education in Switzerland—for example, in students drop-
ping out and later re-enrolling in VET programmes, general education, or higher education 
(Deppierraz, 2021; Laganà & Babel, 2018). Such discontinuities in education and training, 
along with career changes, pose significant challenges not only for individuals but also for or-
ganisations and society as a whole. 

2.1 Reflection and Career Orientation 
Reflection becomes a fundamental component of career planning, but it is not a self-run-

ning process (Hell, 2009). Personality and motivation are developed through reflection. By re-
flecting on oneself and making one's thoughts, experiences, and actions the focus of that reflec-
tion, a person can undergo significant change (Silvia, 2021). Many career orientation pro-
grammes rightly encourage young people to reflect. However, it is essential to distinguish be-
tween reflection that aims to identify follow-up solutions during the transition from school to 
work and reflection that genuinely addresses beliefs to broaden or change one's perspective on 
a career. 

The functional reflection emphasises becoming aware of the competencies and knowledge 
necessary to identify suitable follow-up education or employment. This reasoning is usually 
reflected in theories that connect vocational personalities with work characteristics (Holland, 
1996). It can be tempting to evaluate one's situation to discover appropriate career options. 
While it is crucial for students to feel assured that their chosen path aligns with their goals at 
the start of any apprenticeship program (Nägele & Neuenschwander, 2014), career orientation 
and decisions should also consider the rationale behind those choices and the potential for 
growth. 

In doing so, self-reflection becomes pertinent. Grounded in transformative learning theory 
(Mezirow, 2009), self-reflection is central to embarking on a transformative learning and de-
velopmental process. Within this framework, one can evaluate gender stereotypes, cultural 
norms influencing career planning, and parental expectations directed at children. This is cru-
cial, as career decisions made at a young age, not only in Switzerland, are often swayed by 
gender or cultural factors. Self-reflection and insight are vital competencies for fostering life-
long career management skills, equipping students to navigate the complexities of contempo-
rary career paths. Given the increasing unpredictability of labour markets, promoting reflective 
capacity in career education is essential for enhancing students’ adaptability and informed de-
cision-making. 

While mastering the transition from school to work is crucial, understanding the reasons 
behind specific decisions and their potential outcomes is even more essential. Career guidance 
in schools should foster reflective and critical thinking, practical skills, and improve career 
education alongside the ability to design a career path. 

3 Support Career Planning by Online Tools 
Various offline and online tools exist to assist in vocational orientation and decision-mak-

ing for young people. Most of these tools are developed from practice to practice, though some 
are also grounded in research, especially in higher education (Höft et al., 2024). Many tools 
rely on “paper and pencil” methods. Teachers use these tools individually with their classes or 
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integrate them into whole-school strategies. One example of a whole-school strategy is the Po-
tenzialanalyse, implemented in some German Bundesländer. This initiative aims to identify and 
assess an individual's strengths, interests, and competencies to help them make informed deci-
sions about their career path (Dahmen & Thielen, 2024). 

We focus on scientifically validated tools that teachers and individuals can quickly adopt. 
There are three types of tools: Type one tools match people to jobs or study programmes. An 
example is www.was-studiere-ich.ch, which aims to help individuals make informed decisions 
about what to study at university. Type two tools are rooted in the serious gaming tradition and 
engage young people in activities within games. An example is www.like2be.ch, which ad-
dresses gender stereotypes in vocational orientation and choices (Keller et al., 2023). A third 
type includes tools that aim to induce career-related self-reflection based on self-assessment 
concepts related to competencies, interests, mindsets, and environments that influence career 
exploration and decisions. Examples include www.informationssetting-bl.ch and 
www.digibe.ch. 

3.1 www.digibe.ch 
www.digibe.ch is a collection of tasks designed to stimulate career-related self-reflection, 

serving as a foundation for development and transformative learning processes (Nägele et al., 
2025). The reflection tasks that students are engaging with are organised by topics: “Planning”, 
“Family and Peers”, “Vocational Interests”, “Decisions”, “Future”, “World of Work”, “Net-
works”, “Supporting Others”, and “Career Planning as a Game”. For each topic, multiple tasks 
are available to students. 

One task in the category “Vocational Interests” is about freely expressed vocational inter-
ests, which are often measured through standardised interest inventories with stimuli like “Load 
and unload freight materials”, “Learn about human behaviour “, or “Perform office work” 
(Chernyshenko et al., 2019). In www.digibe.ch, young people are encouraged to develop up to 
six vocational interests in their own words, which can be quite demanding. This encourages 
individuals to explore and articulate their interests. Students mention interests like, for example, 
“Working in a team, " “being able to balance work and leisure time, " or “communication. " 

Another reflection task in the “Vocational Interests” category asks students to assess their 
vocational interests based on two publicly available online interest tests. The first test from44F

2 
covers nine vocational fields, such as Nature, Nutrition, and Hospitality. The second test is a 
picture assessment from45F

3, depicting twenty-two vocational fields (Zihlmann, 2023). Students 
taking both tests will notice that the results differ, as categorising vocational interests into nine 
versus twenty-two fields can lead to distinct outcomes. After completing these two interest 
tests, the young people are asked to report the results of each test within www.digibe.ch and 
compare them. The aim is to reflect on these differences, potentially retake one of the tests, and 
compare the new results with the previous ones. The students then receive feedback on their 
written reflections, prompting them to consider what they have experienced and learnt during 
the reflection task, whether it has changed their mindset, and if they wish to discuss their in-
sights further with peers, teachers, or parents. 

In the category “World of Work“, young people are asked to design their own vocation; in 
the category “Future, " they write a letter to themselves at ages 30 and 90. The essential point 

 
 

2  BIZ = Berufsinformationszentrum Zürich, Career Information Center Zurich. 
3  SDBB = Schweizerisches Dienstleistungszentrum Berufsbildung | Berufs-, Studien- und Laufbahnberatung, 

Swiss Competence Center for Vocational Education and Training | Career, Study, and Guidance Counseling 
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is that none of the reflection tasks aim to identify a specific follow-up option. Even in the cat-
egory “Decision", the tasks focus on decision processes and styles, exploring how individuals 
typically decide - whether cognitively or intuitively. 

All reflection tasks follow a consistent structure: an introduction, task work, feedback on 
the results, and reflections on those results. After completing a task, students receive a summary 
of their answers and reflections for their ongoing career planning. 

3.2 www.digibe.ch in Action 
The implementation of www.digibe.ch in the context of career orientation activities in 

Switzerland is described briefly. Career orientation (Berufsorientierung) is a central topic at the 
lower secondary level, as every student must decide how to continue their education after com-
pulsory school upon completing Year 11 or when they reach the age of 16; there is no school 
leaving examination or diploma in Switzerland. Theoretically, young people might not need to 
pursue upper-secondary education. In practice, up to 95% complete education and training at 
the upper-secondary level. It is difficult for individuals without a certifying diploma at the up-
per-secondary level to find a job. Approximately 60% of young people are enrolled in company-
based training programs in dual VET. Across the EU, 49% of upper-secondary students partic-
ipate in VET programs, although access to workplace training remains limited in many EU 
states (Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, 2022). 

Consulting the Lehrplan 21 (D-EDK, 2016), the model curriculum for all cantons with 
German-speaking students, vocational orientation aims to develop career-related competencies 
in four areas: “personality profile”, “educational pathways and the world of work",  “decision-
making and handling difficulties", and “planning, implementation, and documentation". Voca-
tional orientation spans all three years of lower secondary education, from Year 9 to Year 11, 
for students aged 13 to 16. It is described as a highly individualised process in which the teacher 
takes on the role of a coach. Schools and teachers are responsible for initiating this process, 
while students and parents are tasked with finding a follow-up solution. This is important be-
cause students cannot decide to start apprenticeship training since they are under 16 and cannot 
sign a working contract themselves. In practice, we find that teachers often feel responsible for 
securing a follow-up solution for all of their students. No teacher wants to see students disen-
gaged from education after lower secondary school. Additionally, there is significant pressure 
from cantons on schools and their leaders to ensure that all students are in a certifying follow-
up solution (EDK et al., 2015). This concern stems from research findings indicating that the 
absence of a diploma at the upper secondary level leads to precarious career paths and low 
incomes. It also relates to an inter-cantonal agreement that mandates no student should leave 
upper secondary education without a certifying diploma. 

How vocational orientation works in practice varies between the cantons and schools. 
However, a common implicit rule is that students with good grades are exempt from career 
orientation since they plan to continue their education. Another implicit rule suggests that 
women tend to pursue education and training in the health sector, while men lean towards tech-
nical fields. At least, the data indicates that students often make their decisions accordingly. 

In practice, career orientation often does not span all three years at the lower secondary 
level but takes place in the first semester of Year 10, when students are aged 14 to 15. In many 
cantons, students are grouped into different performance levels. Those in demanding school 
levels with good marks are often exempt from vocational orientation, as they remain in school 
and continue in general education. Students at school levels with “basic demands” may only 
apply for apprenticeship training at the upper secondary level. Only students in school levels 
between the low and high ranges have a real choice, as they can orient themselves towards 
general education or demanding apprenticeship training (initial vocational education and train-
ing). See Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 
Career Orientation in Swiss-German Cantons 

 
Note. iVET = initial Vocational Education and Training, GE = general education. 

In practice, we find many tools for vocational orientation that focus on what we call a 
“functional reflection”. This emphasis is even stronger in some cantons, as they automatically 
suggest suitable apprenticeship training programmes to students based on their school marks 
and interests. The emphasis is on making young people employable and fitting, which appears 
efficient at first glance. 

However, these initiatives do not give young people enough time to reflect on and develop 
their career plans, especially during a phase marked by various physical and mental changes. 
There is no other subject in school where skills must be quickly developed and decisions must 
be made so swiftly. 

Before this background – the need for individualisation and the limited time available – we 
present www.digibe.ch as a collection of adaptive tasks. It is illogical for a student to reflect on 
vocational interests while actively applying for an apprenticeship; this reflection should occur 
beforehand. It’s more beneficial for students to consider the influence of parents and peers on 
career planning when the topic is relevant to them. As a result, there is no fixed order or fre-
quency for engaging with a specific reflection task, as shown in Figure 2. The only guideline 
teachers provide is that students must undertake a reflection task. However, this approach con-
flicts with the structured lesson planning in vocational orientation, which often adheres to the 
recommendations of cantonal career counselling services that advocate for a linear progression, 
where all students simultaneously participate in the same activities. 

Figure 2 
Timing of the www.digibe.ch intervention 

 
Note. RT = reflection task. 

In addition to the reflection tasks mentioned above, www.digibe.ch includes a module to 
monitor the career planning process. With just a few questions, students report on the status of 
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their career planning and any follow-up solutions up to three times per semester, totalling 18 
reports over three years at the upper secondary level. 

4 Data and Results 

4.1 Data Collection 
Progress in career orientation was assessed up to three times per semester, resulting in 

eighteen observations from 2021 to 2024, covering school years 9 to 11. Over two years, student 
participation decreased from 2,848 to 702; by the end of the third year, 150 students remained. 
All parents of participating students provided informed consent. 

4.2 Reception 
The decline in participation was primarily due to students making decisions regarding their 

follow-up plans in year 10, along with other factors such as leaving school, changing classes, 
staff alterations, and teachers withdrawing from the project. Interestingly, some students paused 
their project participation but returned after some time. During their pause, they indicated that 
they had completed their career planning and identified an apprenticeship they wished to pur-
sue. A few months later, they returned, informing us they were still seeking a follow-up solu-
tion. This illustrates that career planning is not linear but involves loops and’ repetitions” or 
refinements along the journey. 

www.digibe.ch elicits very different reactions from students. Some students reported that 
working on the reflection tasks was one of the best experiences they had in career orientation. 
However, we also observe students reacting quite harshly and negatively when asked to self-
reflect on fundamental questions in career planning. They see no sense in doing so. Similarly, 
we received feedback from some teachers, who even withdrew their classes from the project 
because they did not see a valid reason to promote self-reflection among their students. We 
believe that one factor explaining this situation is that schools often have very little time for 
vocational orientation. In Year 9 and Year 11, there are often no dedicated vocational orienta-
tion lessons and only one weekly lesson in Year 10. 

4.3 Outcomes 
Teachers. As teachers are responsible for guiding vocational orientation, they instruct stu-

dents to use the online tool www.digibe.ch. The research project's goal was to grant teachers as 
much freedom as possible in implementing the tool in their teaching. Teachers fulfil many roles, 
such as instructor, facilitator, guide, coach, or coordinator, which need further clarification 
(Stalder et al., 2023). Their roles evolve as students grow older and teachers gain more experi-
ence. 

Games that students play. A reflection task focuses on video games and the competencies 
developed through them. We discover that students can recognise career-related skills in their 
games and understand how to transfer these skills to the real world of career planning (Hoffelner 
et al., 2025). 

Interests. A reflection task focused on vocational interests allowed students to express 
themselves freely. We observe that the interests they mentioned fall into categories from stand-
ardised interest tests, while also introducing new categories such as “nature/environment”, 
“computer”, or “communication” (Hänni et al., under review). 

Self-reflection and transformative learning. If students are ready to engage in career plan-
ning, participating in reflection tasks enhances self-reflection (Nägele et al., submitted; Nägele 
& Wyss, 2024). In summary, the intervention(s) are effective. However, it makes little sense to 
require students who are not prepared to plan their future education and training to reflect on 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 415 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

career issues. This finding is highly relevant for teachers, as it indicates that in career guidance, 
there is no one-size-fits-all approach; it is a highly individualised process. 

Many students encounter frustrations in their career orientation process stemming from 
work experience days (Schnupperlehre), discussions with others, applications for apprentice-
ship positions or general education schools, and informational events or tests (Nägele et al., 
2022). These frustrations provoke self-reflection and ultimately lead to transformative learning. 

Overall, we observe the positive effects of working on reflection tasks at www.digibe.ch 
in enhancing career-related self-reflection. Additionally, we note that career planning is a 
highly individualised process that progresses at different paces for each student in a class and, 
for many students, can be pretty complex. This underscores the need for research to describe 
non-linear processes and for practical efforts to develop concepts for career orientation that 
facilitate personalised career support. 
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Abstract 
Context: Vocational education and training (VET) aims to equip students with a mix of general, 
occupational, and firm-specific skills—skills that are directly relevant to the “world of work”.  
In this paper, we investigate whether workers with a VET background have an advantage in 
securing jobs that match their skills. We focus on underskilling, a condition in which workers' 
skills are insufficient to meet the demands of their job. 
Approach: We estimate the association between vocational education and underskilling, using 
both European Skills and Jobs Surveys (ESJS1 and ESJS2), each providing a unique perspec-
tive on skills.  Both waves of this survey allow us to construct multiple self-reported measures 
of underskilling. 
Findings: Using the ESJS1, we find that VET workers perceive, on average, a lower degree of 
underskilling, compared to those with general education. Examining the patterns behind this 
effect, we show this different perception is driven by lower underskilling in specialized tech-
nical skills and already present earlier in their careers. None of these results are replicated using 
the ESJS2, likely because underskilling is indirectly measured via skill deficit. However, in 
both surveys, we find that underskilling measures of VET workers fare better in VET systems 
that are more closely linked to the labor market. 
Conclusions: The analyses on the ESJS1 sample suggest that vocational education adequately 
fulfils its function as collective skill formation system: workers with a VET background expe-
rience less or equal underskilling than workers with a general education background. Differ-
ences between results obtained via ESJS1 and ESJS2 underline the importance of underskilling 
measurement. The closeness of VET systems to labor market seems to matter for better under-
skilling outcomes of VET workers in both surveys. 
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1 Introduction 
One of the crucial roles of vocational education and training (VET) programmes is to pre-

pare students for specific occupations providing them with skills that are relevant to the labour 
market (Eichhorst et al., 2015).46F

1 Of the many labour market outcomes, e.g. employment, wages, 
job quality, or career progression—job-skill match is more closely linked to the VET system 
than others and can be regarded as the direct outcome of the role played by the VET system in 
an economy. Various stakeholders and the governance mechanisms that control the supply of 
skills and their utilization in an economy is called a collective skills formation system 
(Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012; Thelen, 2004). VET as a part of this system plays a role 
alongside all other key actors as the general education system, employers, unions, or the gov-
ernment. The supply of skills may be collectively organized with the involvement of businesses, 
industry chambers, and unions supported by state in execution, finance, and monitoring 
(Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012; Eichhorst et al., 2015; Ibsen & Thelen, 2024). The initial 
VET, by providing education for youth not yet in the labor market, plays a core role in such 
formation process. Its governance often foresees the participation of firms and employer asso-
ciations in the VET curriculum (Thelen, 2004). While such participation can take on different 
forms in different countries (Mende et al., 2023), it is generally true that the initial VET pro-
grams have stronger connections to the “world of work” than general education programs (Bolli 
et al., 2018). 

The ability of the VET system to form skills that are valued by employers is central to the 
VET effectiveness. It is often assessed by measuring the advantages the VET confers to workers 
who have participated in such programmes compared to those who did not. For example, such 
effectiveness is reflected by shorter duration of the school-to-work transitions experienced by 
upper secondary VET graduates compared to graduates from general upper secondary schools 
(Middeldorp et al., 2019; Pastore et al., 2021).47F

2 More often, however, the effects of VET on 
labour market outcomes are less clear-cut. The initial advantage is reversed later in their career, 
and this evidence has been used to question the effectiveness of initial VET. Compared to gen-
eral education graduates, VET graduates tend to earn a higher wage in the first part of their 
career, but then the advantage evaporates and turns into a disadvantage later in their careers 
(Brunello & Rocco, 2017; Hanushek et al., 2017). Similarly, workers with a VET background 
are less likely to experience a spell of unemployment in the early part of their career (Vermeire 
et al., 2022). Yet, they also seem to be more likely to find fixed term contract and to be in jobs 
with lower skills requirements than workers with a general education background (Vermeire et 
al., 2022). The initial advantage of VET students in terms of the likelihood of being in employ-
ment evaporates over time (Forster et al., 2016; Forster & Bol, 2018; Hampf & Woessmann, 
2017). These findings seem to suggest a policy trade-off between a short-term and long-term 
labour market outcomes (Hanushek et al., 2017), and signal inefficiencies of initial VET in the 
collective skills formation. 

Analyses that use skills mismatch as a labor market outcome variable, find that a VET 
background gives an initial advantage in terms of match and job quality (Heijke et al., 2003; 
Tobback et al., 2024). This initial advantage decreases over time but never turns negative (Ver-
haest et al., 2018). This signals that initial VET is effectively contributing to the collective skills 

 
 

1  The focus of the analysis is therefore on initial VET. 
2  In dual VET systems, students are already in the labour market. However, they also move out from the dual 

vet system to full-time work. 
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formation system. However, mismatch conflates two types of misalignments between workers’ 
skills and job requirements. Overskilling characterizes a situation in which workers’ skills set 
is wider than what required by the job–the problem not directly linked to VET system–but how 
organizations use their workers’ skills or are results of job search and recruitment frictions. On 
the contrary, underskilling is an issue that is directly connected to the VET system signaling 
that that the VET system is not delivering the skills required by employers. Consequently, our 
ex-ante working hypothesis is that the relationship between VET background and underskilling 
is informative about the way VET fulfils its duties in the collective skills formation system. If 
there is a negative correlation between them, workers with a VET background tend to suffer 
less from underskilling than those with a general education background. In addition, in VET 
systems that have a stronger linkage with the “world of work” the relationship between a VET 
background and underskilling is even stronger (Levels et al., 2014). Conversely, when the VET 
system is weakly linked to the world of work, firms would experience difficulties in recruiting 
applicants with the required skills (Brunello et al., 2021; Weaver & Osterman, 2017), thus sig-
naling that the VET system’s contribution to the collective skills formation system is defective. 

This paper focuses on the relationship between initial VET background and underskilling 
using both European Skills and Jobs Surveys (ESJS1 from 2014 and ESJS2 from 2021) per-
formed in 27 European Union countries. We restrict our analysis to a comparison between VET 
and general education at the upper secondary level at which the VET definition is clear for each 
participating country.48F

3 From both surveys, we construct multiple self-reported measures of un-
derskilling between perceived job requirements and individual skill endowment. Using two 
surveys, seven years apart, allows us to compare the VET effects in underskilling using a larger 
number of measures, in different point in time and using two different ways of ascertaining a 
VET background—self-reported in ESJS1 and expert assessed in ESJS2. 

2 Data 
In our analysis we use both waves of the European Skills and Jobs Surveys (ESJS1, 2014; 

ESJS2, 2021).  They are both representative samples of European population on self-reported 
skill measures. Each survey offers some comparable self-reported mismatch measures allowing 
for external validity of the results, rather than potentially being only collection-specific. More-
over, each survey has its specific component that enables us to expand the variety of our under-
skilling measures. 

The ESJS1 (2014) surveys about 49’000 adult employees, aged 24 to 65, from all EU-27 
member states and the United Kingdom (Cedefop, 2018). It collects detailed information on 
job-skill requirements, digitalization, skill mismatches, and workplace learning, with the aim 
to assess dimensions of skill shortages and skill underutilisation. The ESJS1 survey is the rich-
est source of self-reported mismatch measures of general and of skill-specific nature. The 
ESJS2 (2021) surveys 46’213 adult employees, aged 24 to 65, in the EU-27 Member States, 
Norway, and Iceland (Cedefop, 2022). It examines drivers of skill development in relation to 
changing task complexity and skills requirements of jobs. The special focus of ESJS2 is in 
changing skill needs and job tasks of workers due to digitalization and underlying adaptability.49F

4 

 
 

3  VET at the tertiary level does not exist in all European countries. 
4  There are other surveys containing information on skills: The European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) 

from Eurofound and the LFS ad-hoc module on skills utilization. However, the EWCS does not include 
variables that could be used to identify a VET background, while the LFS ad-hoc module consists of a Job 
Requirement Module that allows inference on skills utilisation but does not contain a measure of under-
skilling. For these reasons the EWCS and the LFS ad-hoc module on skills utilization were not included in 
the analysis. 
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In our analysis we focus on a joint subset of all 27 EU countries existing in both datasets. 
Across European countries vocational education has a long tradition. It also allows us to lever-
age the differences between the country’s VET system. VET generally does not exist on the 
lower secondary level. As for tertiary level, it exists in some countries, but its definition is not 
unified across countries. All countries have a VET system at the upper and post-secondary 
(non-tertiary) level of education. Therefore, the analyses will be restricted to the samples of 
individuals holding an upper or post-secondary education as their highest educational attain-
ment (levels 3 and 4 of ISCED 97), which is around 35-40% of the total samples. 

The fraction of vocationally educated workers varies across surveys. The VET share is 
74% in ESJS1 where the VET secondary attainment is self-reported. It is less in ESJS2 (62%), 
where the VET degree is based on expert knowledge of the country’s education systems and 
each respondent is aligned with an ISCED 3 or 4 attainment is a VET worker (cf. Table 1). 
Additionally, the reduction in the VET share between the two rounds of ESJS surveys is also 
in line with the decrease in VET school enrolment experienced by most participating countries. 

2.1 Measures of Underskilling 
Both waves of the ESJS survey have a variant of an overall underskilling measure and 

several measures of skill domains underskilling. In the ESJS1 the overall underskilling measure 
is based on two consecutive questions. In the first one, each respondent is asked to best describe 
their skills in relation to what is required to do their job. If answering some of my skills are 
lower than what is required by my job, a follow up question is asked to assign the extent of the 
underskilling between 1 (=my skills are a little lower than required) and 5 (=my skills are a lot 
lower than required). Accordingly, the measure of current job underskilling equals zero if the 
respondent feels perfectly matched or  overskilled. Depending on the individual perception of 
underskilling, it takes one of the integer values 1 to 5. An equivalent set of two questions exists 
in ESJS1 also with a reference to the situation when starting the current job as well as for four 
skill domains we explicitly look at: numeracy skills, specialized technical skills, information 
and communication technology (ICT) skills, and problem-solving skills. A separate explicit 
question is asked on another place of the ESJS questionnaire concerning rating of an own level 
of skills. The question is to be answered on a scale of 0 to 100. For the purposes of our analysis, 
we rescale the current job underskilling measure (0-100) in such a way that 0 indicates that the 
respondent has all the skills needed and 100 indicates a need to develop all skills. 

 In general, few people feel underskilled. In the ESJS1 survey the share of current job 
underskilling is only 6%. Accordingly, the means of the underskilling measures are low, that 
corroborates our 0-100 underskilling measure—the average need for reaching the perfect match 
is 17 points out of 100. The average underskilling levels are between 0.05 to 0.1, except for 
underskilling when starting the current job which is substantially higher at 0.5 (cf. Table 1, 
Panel A). 

The ESJS2 survey has a single overall underskilling measure. It is based on a skill deficit 
question: To what extent do you need to further develop your overall level of knowledge and 
skills to do your main job even better?. The answer can take four possible levels from to a great 
extent down to not at all. For our analysis we directly used the answers to build the underskilling 
measure such that zero means no underskilling and 3 stands for being underskillined to a great 
extent. An equivalent question exists for ICT underskilling. For the two remaining skill domains 
available in the ESJS2, numeracy and specialized technical skills, we build dummy variables 
based on yes/no answers to a question do you need to further develop numeracy/technical skills 
to do your main job even better. Underskilling is much more frequent in the ESJS2 survey 
averaging 1.4 and 1.6 of 0-3 integer levels for ICT and overall skills (about 80% of the respond-
ent report to be underskilled). In total, 30% and 40% of the respondents report underskilling in 
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numeracy and specialized technical skills (cf. Table 1, Panel B). The large incidence of under-
skilling compared to ESJS1 is due to the prospective nature of the question: Compare the skills 
that you have today to those you will need in the future to have a better performance. With this 
formulation everybody that expect to increase its performance is underskilled. Those who are 
not underskilled according to this measure are those that cannot increase their performance or 
do not want to increase their performance. 

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics of Vocational Dummies and Underskilling Measures in Both ESJS Sur-
veys 

  Mean (Std. dev.) N 
                      Panel A: ESJS1 
vocational education 0.755 (0.430) 16,764 
Overall underskilling measures    

    current job: 0-5 0.103 (0.509) 16,652 
    current job: 0-100 17.288 (15.120) 16,764 
    when starting the current job: 0-5 0.541 (1.145) 16,575 
Underskilling measures in domains    

    numeracy: 0-5 0.053 (0.360) 16,500 
    specialized technical: 0-5 0.100 (0.524) 16,448 
    ICT: 0-5 0.054 (0.354) 16,450 
    problem-solving: 0-5 0.044 (0.329) 16,402 
                                  Panel B: ESJS2 
vocational education 0.616 (0.486) 11,381 
Overall underskilling measures 

   

    current job: 0-3 1.640 (0.853) 11,380 
Underskilling measures in domains 

   

    numeracy: 0/1 0.283 (0.450) 11,383 
    specialized technical: 0/1 0.387 (0.487) 11,376 
    ICT: 0-3 1.409 (0.935) 11,378 

Note. ESJS1(2014) and ESJS2 (2021) subsamples of ISCED 3-4 educational attainment. ICT = Information and 
communication technology. 

3 Empirical Approach 
In our empirical specification we take inspiration from Hanushek et al. (2017) who estimate 

the age profile of lifetime employment and earnings; and Verhaest et al. (2018) who estimate a 
graduation year profile of education and skill mismatches. In our case we explain underskilling 
by use of a following equation: 

 
(eq. 1)                  𝑦! = 𝛽" + 𝛽#𝑉𝐸𝑇! + 𝛾𝑋! + 𝜃$ + 𝜆% + 𝛿$𝑡 + 𝜀!𝑐𝑡, 
 
where 𝑦! is an underskilling measure of an individual 𝑖. The 𝜃$  and 𝜆% stand for country 

and graduation year fixed effects. The country fixed effect control for time invariant specifici-
ties of countries’ labour markets, while the graduation year fixed effects are dummies control-
ling for structural factors generally present at the time of an individual entering the labour mar-
ket. To allow for country specific developments related to underskilling we include also country 
specific linear time trend 𝛿$𝑡 in graduation years. Furthermore, we cluster standard errors, 𝜀!$%,   
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on country×graduation year level. We justify our clustering level by the relevance of this grid 
for the VET variable. 

The matrix 𝑋! includes three sets of variables which further explain the individual under-
skilling, and control, albeit imperfectly, for selection into VET education due to observable 
characteristics. Accordingly, the vector 𝛾 stores the underlying coefficient estimates. The first 
set contains five individual control dummies: female, post-secondary education, migration sta-
tus, living with a partner and living with children. Next, job-specific controls include temporary 
contract and part time dummies, three tenure dummies, four occupation level dummies and, 
lastly, high job-autonomy, high level of learning, and high level of team-work dummies. Fi-
nally, in the third set are workplace-specific variables: three firm-size dummies and 15 indus-
trial sector dummies. The reason behind these broad sets of control variables is to demonstrate 
stability of the VET coefficient including all available information regarding each individual 
the ESJS surveys offer. 

Our core interest lies in the distinction between the average underskilling of VET and gen-
erally educated individuals controlling with an extensive set of observables for selection into 
VET education track. Accordingly, in eq. 1 the coefficient of interest is 𝛽#. If negative, second-
ary VET education leads to a smaller underskilling probability in the underlying skill as com-
pared to generally educated. If positive, VET educated workers have higher levels of under-
skilling. 

To assess the robustness of the estimates to the effect of unobservable variables, we apply 
an approach originally suggested by Altonji et al. (2005) and Oster (2019). It measures the 
connection of bias with treatment coefficient stability—in our case vocational education—re-
garding the explanatory power of observed confounders in total variation of the outcome. On 
the practical side we accompany any of our significant results with a percentage bias necessary 
to overthrow the effect of vocational education dummy (Xu et al., 2019). An estimate is pro-
claimed as significant in the presence of unobserved heterogeneity if the percentage bias is at 
least 50%. Finally, we apply throughout our analysis linear regression, albeit our dependent 
variables are mostly ordinal variables taking integer values between zero and three (five) and 
eventually dummies. We justify our choice by having a possibility of direct interpretation. We 
obtain equivalent results, qualitatively, when using probit or ordinal probit, respectively. 

4 Results 

4.1 VET and Overall Underskilling 
Our measures of overall underskilling assess underskilling levels which are not bound to 

any specific skill domain but rather reflect a general match perception of individuals vis-à-vis 
their current work. There are three measures of this type available in the ESJS1 and one in the 
ESJS2. In Table 2 we report VET coefficients employing regression equation (eq. 1) without 
controls (column 1), including fixed effects and linear time trends in graduation years (column 
2); adding individual (column 3); and job and workplace-specific controls (column 4). 

Reported is only the coefficient of the vocational education dummy. Each coefficient stems 
from a separate linear regression with an underskilling measure as dependent variable (see row 
headings) optionally including fixed effects and control variables (see bottom part of the table). 
Observations are weighted by sampling weights. Robust standard errors clustered by country × 
graduation year are in parentheses. ∗p<0.10, ∗∗p<0.05, ∗∗∗p<0.01 

Using any of the three measures of underskilling in the ESJS1 survey we find that workers 
with a vocational education degree perceive themselves as less underskilled in their current job 
as well as when starting their current job. Including fixed effects, country-specific linear trend 
and control variables does not change the coefficient of vocational education dummy much, 
demonstrating stability of the VET coefficient. Focusing on the full model (column (4)), the 
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coefficients of the VET dummy at the 0-100 scale variables indicate a lower underskilling prob-
ability by the same level of about 1.5 percentage point (pp). Using the mean of 17.3 of the 0-
100 underskilling measure (Table 1), the 1.5pp translates into a 9% smaller underskilling of 
vocationally educated workers. For the 0-5 scale underskilling variable, both currently and 
when starting the current job, the association is nominally similar, pointing to less underskilling 
by 0.05pp. However, when accounting for the respective means of 0.1 and 0.54, the effect is 
about 11% reduction in underskilling for the situation when starting the current job, but VET 
workers are by 40% less underskilled when using their answers to less precise 0-5 underskilling 
measure. The percentage bias to invalidate the inference is high for both current measures of 
underskilling, corroborating the significance of the VET coefficients in current perceptions of 
underskilling (cf. Table 2, Panel A). 

Table 2 
Association of Vocational Education with Self-reported Underskilling 

Underskilling measure: (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Panel A: ESJS1 
Current job: 0-5 -0.048*** -0.042*** -0.040*** -0.045*** 
 (0.012) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
% Bias to invalidate inference 49.39 40.1 38.53 41.83 
current job: 0-100 -1.469*** -1.517*** -1.507*** -1.544*** 
 (0.349) (0.342) (0.346) (0.355) 
% Bias to invalidate inference 53.45 55.86 55.05 54.98 
When starting the current job: 0-5 -0.050* -0.039 -0.037 -0.058** 
 (0.027) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) 
% Bias to invalidate inference    3.51 
Panel B: ESJS2 
Current job: 0-3 0.069*** 0.066*** 0.066*** 0.059** 
 (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
% Bias to invalidate inference 30.22 26.25 24.42 18.08 
country & graduation year FE   yes yes yes 
country-specific LT in graduation year  yes yes yes 
individual controls   yes yes 
job/workplace-specific controls       yes 

Note. ESJS1(2014) and ESJS2 (2021) subsamples of ISCED 3-4 educational attainment. 

These results are not replicated using the more recent ESJS2 survey. Here, VET workers 
self-report larger underskilling as compared to generally educated workers. However, econom-
ically, this difference is small. The mean overall underskilling is much higher in ESJS2 (1.64) 
than in the ESJS1. The coefficient’s size of 0.06 translates into a very small actual disadvantage 
for VET workers: their underskilling is only about 3.6% higher than for workers with general 
education. Moreover, the percentage bias is low at 18%, when we include job and workplace 
characteristics into regression, thus it is likely that the measured association would be over-
thrown when having a fuller account of unobserved heterogeneity (cf. Table 2, Panel B). Addi-
tionally, the measure of underskilling adopted in the ESJS2—skill deficit—is further away from 
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the actual job-skill underskilling. In fact, a well-functioning VET system may imply a positive 
relationship between a VET background and skill deficit.50F

5 

4.2 VET and Skill Domains Underskilling 
In the consecutive analysis we explore which specific skill domains drive the VET effects 

in overall underskilling. Both surveys collect explicit self-reports of underskilling in various 
skill domains. We focus on the specialized technical domain because it is by construction the 
skill that VET education is designed to train.51F

6 We also consider three other domains, numeracy, 
problem-solving and ICT skills, in which generally educated workers should have an ad-
vantage. 

In both surveys the domain of specialized technical skills is the only domain for which the 
VET coefficient is significant. In all other domains the difference in underskilling between VET 
and generally educated is negligible. Indeed, it is the job-specific skills domain where the VET 
workers perform better (ESJS1) or worse (ESJS2). Reflecting upon the percentage bias, this 
evidence is not strong, nevertheless it is the only skill domain which shows a systematic differ-
ence in underskilling. (cf. Table 3, both specialized technical rows). Moreover, for both surveys 
the VET coefficient in specialized technical domain underskilling is about half of the coeffi-
cient size in overall underskilling, underscoring the primacy of the domain in the overall per-
ception of underskilling. 

4.3 VET and Underskilling in VET Systems Closer to Labor Market 
Initial VET systems across Europe differ in their closeness to labor market needs. In this 

section we specifically estimate VET coefficients for subset of countries that, by observable 
characteristics, are more closely linked to the labor market in their VET tracks. The first obvious 
characteristic is an apprenticeship format of VET. In such systems firms take over responsibility 
for practical training and trainees are bound to firm via a work contract. However, even without 
apprenticeships, VET systems might have close links to the labor market. To capture this, we 
use results of the qualitative analysis by Bolli et al. (2018) upon education-employment link-
ages (EEL) for 18 countries’ VET systems. We study the association of VET with underskilling 
in the seven above average EEL countries. Lastly, we use OECD (2017) statistics and distin-
guish nine countries where workplace training takes up at least 50% of the VET education (cf. 
bottom part of Table 4 for countries sets). 

In Table 4 we report VET coefficients for underskilling measures for the three subsets of 
countries (columns (2) to (4)). For an easy comparison, we re-report in column (1) coefficients 
based on all EU 27 countries from estimations. We only report results including all fixed effects 
and control variables. For the ESJS1 results, the current job underskilling primacy of VET 
workers is slightly stronger in the set of high EEL countries and about the same for the subsets 
of apprenticeship and high WPT countries. The underskilling disadvantage is smaller for all 
three countries subsets based on the ESJS2 (Table 4, Panel B). 

 
 

5  For example, if the relationship between skills and job performance is characterized by decreasing marginal 
improvements and assuming that workers with a VET background are less underskilled than those with gen-
eral education background, workers with VET background would need a larger increase in skills than that 
needed by workers with a general education background to attain the same level of performance increase. 

6  In ESJS2 the reference to specialized technical skills is accompanied by explanatory text making an explicit 
reference that the job requirements--skill endowment match is being asked for: Technical skills or job-spe-
cific skills e.g. engine repair if you are a mechanic, applying accountancy rules if accountant, using design 
software if graphic designer, using programming software if computer scientist etc. 
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As for skill domains, underskilling results improve for VET workers in both surveys. Based 
on ESJS1, underskilling is smaller in all domains but ICT. For ESJS2 the underskilling disad-
vantage in specialized technical domain we see for all countries disappears, and there is slightly 
lower underskilling probability in numeracy and in the ICT skill domains. All results reported 
in Table 4 are not sufficiently robust to pass the percentage bias test to invalidate inference, but 
they are indicative of the role that VET, and in particular in countries with stronger labor market 
links, has in making the job-skill match more precise. 

 

Table 3 
Association of Vocational Education with Self-reported Underskilling in Specific Domains 

Underskilling measure: (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Panel A: ESJS1 
specialized technical: 0-5 -0.022* -0.034** -0.032** -0.020 
 (0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
% Bias to invalidate inference 15.59 18.23 13.65 30.17 

numeracy: 0-5 -0.003 -0.010 -0.009 -0.010 
 (0.008) (0.009) (0.008) (0.009) 
ICT: 0-5 -0.011 -0.015* -0.015* -0.011 
 (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
problem-solving: 0-5 -0.009 -0.009 -0.007 -0.007 
  (0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.008) 
Panel B: ESJS2 
specialized technical: 0/1 0.031** 0.035** 0.035** 0.032** 
 (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
% Bias to invalidate inference 12.88 20.47 23.08 14.27 

numeracy: 0/1 -0.005 -0.007 -0.007 0.000 
 (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
ICT: 0-3 -0.034 -0.019 -0.018 0.011 
  (0.024) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
country & graduation year FE   yes yes yes 
country-specific LT in graduation year yes yes yes 
individual controls   yes yes 
job/workplace-specific controls yes 

Note: ESJS1(2014) and ESJS2 (2021) subsamples of ISCED 3-4 educational attainment. Reported is only the 
coefficient of the vocational education dummy. Each coefficient stems from a separate linear regression with an 
underskilling measure as dependent variable (see row headings) optionally including fixed effects and control 
variables (see bottom part of the table). Observations are weighted by sampling weights. Robust standard errors 
clustered by country × graduation year are in parentheses. ∗p<0.10, ∗∗p<0.05, ∗∗∗p<0.01 
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Table 4 
Association of Vocational Education with Underskilling by Labour Market Tightness of VET 
Education Systems 

 All High EEL Apprenticeship High WPT 
Underskilling measure: (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Panel A: ESJS1 
current job: 0-5 -0.045*** -0.052** -0.044 -0.032 
 (0.013) (0.023) (0.030) (0.025) 
% Bias to invalidate inference 41.83 14.44   
specialized technical: 0-5 -0.020 -0.026 -0.038 -0.042 
 (0.014) (0.032) (0.046) (0.037) 
numeracy: 0-5 -0.010 -0.027 -0.047* -0.043* 
 (0.009) (0.020) (0.028) (0.022) 
ICT: 0-5 -0.011 0.017 0.030 0.020 
 (0.009) (0.016) (0.022) (0.018) 
problem-solving: 0-5 -0.007 -0.020 -0.019 -0.021 
 (0.008) (0.015) (0.022) (0.018) 
Panel B: ESJS2 
current job: 0-3 0.059** 0.044 0.045 0.037 
 (0.025) (0.041) (0.051) (0.042) 
specialized technical: 0/1 0.032** -0.002 -0.018 -0.013 
 (0.014) (0.025) (0.030) (0.025) 
numeracy: 0/1 0.000 -0.033* -0.045** -0.033* 
 (0.012) (0.018) (0.023) (0.019) 
% Bias to invalidate inference   6.65 1.16 11.66 
ICT: 0-3 0.011 -0.076* -0.094* -0.073* 
  (0.025) (0.040) (0.050) (0.042) 
countries included: All EU27 Austria Austria Austria 
  Denmark Denmark Denmark 
  Germany Germany Germany 

   Luxembourg Luxembourg 
  Finland  Finland 
  Estonia  Belgium 
  Poland  Croatia 
  Slovenia  Latvia 
        Netherlands 

Note: ESJS1(2014) and ESJS2 (2021) subsamples of ISCED 3-4 educational attainment. Reported is only the 
coefficient of the vocational education dummy. Each coefficient stems from a separate linear regression with an 
underskilling measure as dependent variable (see row headings) and including full set of fixed effects and control 
variables (see Table 2, column (4)). Above average EEL= education-employment linkages index (Bolli et al., 
2018), More than 50% of WPT: workplace training.  Observations are weighted by sampling weights. Robust 
standard errors clustered by country × graduation year are in parentheses. ∗p<0.10, ∗∗p<0.05, ∗∗∗p<0.01 

5 Conclusions 
The aim of this paper is to investigate the contribution of the VET system to the collective 

skill formation system. One of the key roles of the VET system is to supply occupational and 
professional skills at a scale. Underskilling is the labor market outcome that is very closely 
related to the way in which the VET system fulfils its function within the collective skills for-
mation system. Consequently, our empirical analysis is built on the ex-ante hypothesis that 
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workers with a VET background would experience both a lower incidence and a lower degree 
of underskilling than workers with a general education background. 

We explore this hypothesis using two waves of European Skills and Job Surveys. Our re-
sults are not robust enough to support a clear conclusion on the VET ability to provide workers 
with the skills they need for labor markets. When overall underskilling is measured by a sub-
jective comparison between one’s skills and the skills requirement of the job, vocational back-
ground is associated with a lower likelihood of overall underskilling (ESJS1). The VET coef-
ficients we obtained are also robust to the omitted variable bias, in the sense that the percentage 
of bias that would be needed to nullify the inference is implausibly high. When underskilling 
is measured via skills development that would support a foreseen improvement in work perfor-
mance, we find weakly positive association between underskilling and VET (ESJS2). 

We specifically examine the association between VET and underskilling for subsets of 
countries where the VET system is more closely linked to labor markets. It appears that the 
advantage of having a vocational background is in such systems stronger related to the better 
connection with the “world of work”. Based on the ESJS1 sample, our results suggest that the 
VET system discharges its role in the collective skills formation system adequately. Based on 
the ESJS2 sample we can at least exclude large underskilling disadvantages of VET workers. 
This is a positive result that reinforces the recent literature on the parity between general edu-
cation and vocational education (e.g., Schweri et al., 2020; Silliman & Virtanen, 2022). 
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Abstract 
Context: Recent socio-economic changes have reshaped the workforce, created new profes-
sional profiles. Vocational Education and Training (VET) plays a crucial role as a bridge be-
tween education and the labour market. Training institutions must respond to these changes in 
line with European policies, such as the Europe 2020 strategy and the 2030 Agenda, focusing 
on employability, social inclusion, and sustainable development (Goal 4). 
Approach: A The action-research began with an in-depth exploration of the context, using a 
mixed-methods approach (qualitative and quantitative) to understand the needs of the profes-
sional figures involved. In line with the participatory nature of action-research, the objectives 
were progressively discussed and renegotiated. 
Findings: Thematic analysis identified both strengths and areas needing improvement, notably 
in communication, collaboration, innovative teaching methods, and role definition. 
Conclusions: The collected data led to the co-creation of a “pyramid of priority interventions,” 
resulting in concrete actions like a collaborative handbook, targeted training, and structured co-
design moments, strengthening cooperation and belonging. 

Keywords 
VET innovation, teaching training, inclusive vocational education, egalitarian education, inno-
vative teaching methods 

1 Training and Innovation in Italy: The Contribution of VET in a Context of Global 
Change 

Today's society faces challenges, including climate change, the ongoing effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic, and rapid technological progress, reshaping the socio-economic landscape. These 
changes create a growing need for skills that can be immediately applied in the labour market 
(Cedefop, 2019). There is a mismatch between the skills workers possess and those required. 
In Europe, 44% of workers have lower skills than needed for full productivity, and 21% lack 
the minimum skills to start working. In Italy, 33% of companies struggle to find candidates 
with the right skills, especially transversal skills (INAPP, 2023; Zagardo, 2023). In response to 
these challenges, Vocational Education and Training (VET) institutions play a critical role by 
adapting their approaches to meet labour market demands. These adaptations focus on fostering 
collaboration, innovating training programs, and integrating inclusive practices. VET curricula 
increasingly combine technical and cross-functional skills—such as communication, team-
work, and adaptability—while ensuring equitable access to education for learners from diverse 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 431 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

backgrounds (Cedefop, 2022). Additionally, continuous professional development for trainers 
is prioritized, equipping educators to address social inequalities and create engaging, inclusive 
learning environments. 
In Italy, VET schools aim to develop both practical and theoretical skills to prepare students 
for the labour market. However, class groups are often characterised by low motivation and 
difficulty adapting due to previous school failures. This fragmentation creates challenges in 
managing classroom dynamics and relationships (Vecchioni et al., 1996). VET programs are 
essential for equipping students with practical and theoretical skills aligned with labour market 
needs and to reduce dropout rates. Many of the students attending these programs come from 
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds and include a significant number of young people 
with unsuccessful school experiences and migrant backgrounds. These students often face chal-
lenges such as gaps in basic skills, low motivation, and difficulty adapting to traditional educa-
tional organisations. As a result, educators are tasked with fostering a sense of belonging and 
engagement through personalized and inclusive approaches (Tacconi, 2011). 
To address these needs, the Italian VET system emphasises personalized learning plans, moving 
beyond standardised curricula to adapt to individual needs and preferences. Instruments such 
as Individual Education Plans (IEPs) and compensatory tools for students with Specific Learn-
ing Disabilities (SLDs) are implemented to ensure inclusivity, as outlined by Italian law 
170/2010. Additionally, integrative activities—such as internships, workshops, and interdisci-
plinary projects—play a central role in enhancing student motivation and linking education to 
real-world experiences. 
This inclusive, learner-centred approach reduces dropout rates, fosters personal and profes-
sional growth, and prepares students for active citizenship. It also promotes the development of 
transversal skills, resilience, and adaptability through experiential and active learning methods 
(Dewey, 1916; Kolb & Fry, 1975). Support from coordinators, tutors, and educators helps stu-
dents navigate their learning paths, further lowering dropout rates and encouraging retention 
(Pellerey, 2006). 
Furthermore, VET institutions contribute significantly to the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), particularly SDG 4 (quality education), by fostering skills for a green economy, in-
cluding sustainability and environmental management. 
Teachers and school leaders play a crucial role to this transformation, necessitating ongoing 
upskilling and reskilling to develop their digital, methodological, and interpersonal competen-
cies (OECD, 2021; Losito & Pozzo, 2005). 
Through inclusive practices and a commitment to continuous innovation, VET institutions are 
positioned to empower individuals, bridge socio-economic gaps, and foster resilience in a rap-
idly changing world. By combining technical expertise with the promotion of social and envi-
ronmental awareness, VET programs play a pivotal role in preparing young people to face fu-
ture challenges and contribute meaningfully to society. 

1.1 An Action Research in Italy and Interim results 
VET institutions play a crucial role in meeting labour market demands while providing 

education to young people (Cedefop, 2019). In this context, CEFAL initiated a collaboration 
with the university to analyze and understand its internal needs. The research focuses on the 
VET pathway, aiming to define innovative teaching objectives and tools to transform educa-
tional practices. The article outlines the action-research process, emphasizing the data collec-
tion and analysis phase, and describes the methodologies used and the main findings. This Ac-
tion Research (Barbier, 2007), adopts a sequential exploratory design with a Mixed-Methods 
approach (Trinchero & Robasto, 2019), incorporating both qualitative and quantitative ele-
ments. In the initial exploratory phase, qualitative tools such as semi-structured interviews, fo-
cus groups, and observations were used to gain an in-depth understanding of the educational 
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context and the perspectives of the stakeholders involved, starting with an unstructured analysis 
and progressing to a more organized phase focused on addressing the challenges at hand (Cor-
betta, 2014; Trinchero, 2002). Using qualitative tools such as interviews, focus groups, and 
observations, dialogue is facilitated, and both strengths and challenges are analysed (Coggi & 
Ricchiardi, 2020; Corbetta, 2014). This collaborative dimension highlights the central role of 
professionals engaged in educational activities (Losito & Pozzo, 2005), to address identified 
issues and fostering innovations. Indeed, as Barbier (2007) argues, action research not only 
enables but actively promotes a process of transformation within reality, while simultaneously 
generating knowledge related to these transformations. The aim is to identify needs, challenges, 
strengths, and areas for improvement. 

The initial focus group, conducted in January 2022, involved 13 participants, including 
coordinators and tutors from various sectors (e.g., catering, sales, electronics, administration) 
across Bologna, Faenza, and Villa San Martino. This tool was chosen to explore strengths and 
challenges within the training environment and to identify key areas for improvement (Corbetta, 
2014; Ostuni, 2024). Participants were selected for their stable roles, extensive experience, and 
expertise in their respective areas, which are pivotal to the educational process. From February 
to June 2022, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a broader group, including coor-
dinators (n=6), tutors (n=7), educators, and support teachers (n=6), as well as 15 trainers. The 
selection criteria for participants ensured representation of various teaching profiles, years of 
experience, professional backgrounds, and teaching approaches (Corbetta, 2014; Clarke & 
Braun, 2022). Observations, conducted across 38 sessions lasting one hour each, complemented 
these interviews. Initial data collection used a field diary to document teaching strategies, tools, 
and interactions among students, teachers, and other professionals. This informed the develop-
ment of a systematic observation grid, designed to capture key behaviours and classroom dy-
namics including time management, assessment methods, and professional collaboration (Trin-
chero, 2004). This research examines the VET setting at C.E.F.A.L., focusing on the improve-
ment of the critical issues previously identified through the observation and the analysis. Teach-
ers have been engaged as co-designers of the research goals, and the targeted interventions 
aimed to enhance their teaching and transversal competencies. Action Research recognizes its 
strength in a spiral process that involves the collaboration and cooperation of a research group 
and the key participants in the training action. Defined by Barbier (2007) and Lewin (1946) as 
a spiral process, action research fosters a reflective path that promotes greater awareness of 
one's actions. This process, by fostering greater awareness of one's actions, helps identify and 
transform existing weaknesses in the context, gradually improving its overall quality. 

The research also employed quantitative tools, such as questionnaires administered to all 
participants before and after the training. These tools allowed for the systematic collection of 
data on perceptions and outcomes of the training, providing a solid foundation for analyzing 
the effectiveness of the proposed program. The questionnaire is divided into many sections with 
closed-ended questions, based on a Likert scale to assess the importance of educational factors 
and the agreement on specific statements. 

The investigated topics include teaching effectiveness, the importance of lesson prepara-
tion, the variety of tools and methodologies, the balance between transmissive and participatory 
approaches, and the use of technology in the classroom. Collegiality and collaboration are in-
vestigated by asking teachers how relevant they find designing common activities and discuss-
ing educational issues with colleagues. Concerning teaching strategies, the focus has been put 
on the perceived effectiveness of methodologies such as the use of educational technologies, 
flexibility in adapting lessons, and fostering creativity and critical thinking. Problem manage-
ment examines how teachers address challenging situations, from relying on intuition to using 
external resources or consulting colleagues. Finally, on educational goals, participants are asked 
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to evaluate their expectations regarding the improvement of teaching skills, learning new in-
structional strategies, and managing students' needs. 

To triangulate the findings, interviews were also conducted with students after analysing 
data from the focus group and interviews with professionals. Two students per class were se-
lected based on representativeness and gender balance, with input from the area manager (Cor-
betta, 2020). These interviews offered critical insights into students' perspectives on previously 
identified themes, providing a more comprehensive understanding of the educational practices 
at C.E.F.A.L. 

This multi-method approach, integrating focus groups, interviews, and systematic obser-
vations, ensured an accurate and detailed exploration of the training needs and challenges, sup-
porting actionable outcomes for educational improvement. 

2 Findings on Teaching Quality in VET Programs 
The thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2022) of the data collected through focus groups, 

interviews with trainers and students, and direct classroom observations revealed both signifi-
cant strengths and critical issues that required targeted interventions. The focus groups and in-
terviews with trainers provided an overall view of the perceptions and needs of education pro-
fessionals, highlighting daily challenges and development opportunities. At the same time, the 
interviews with students offered direct insight into the educational experience from the per-
spective of the main recipients. Direct classroom observations, on the other hand, added objec-
tive and complementary data, analysing the actual behaviour of teachers and students during 
lessons, interpersonal dynamics, and activity management. This process allowed for confirming 
or revising the information emerging from the interviews, enriching the overall analysis. 

The main themes identified include: 1) the effectiveness of experiential learning, a key 
strength of the VET programs at C.E.F.A.L.; 2) ambiguity in roles and responsibilities among 
professionals; 3) lack of effective teaching methodologies among technical-professional teach-
ers; 4) unbalanced participation in project design and management; 5) the need to develop com-
mon, student-centred teaching techniques. 

One of the positive aspects is experiential learning, a key element of the VET programs at 
C.E.F.A.L. Based on the "learning by doing" principle, this approach was recognized as effec-
tive and motivating by both the professionals interviewed and the students, 47% of whom cited 
practical learning as one of the most appreciated components, as it allows them to directly apply 
the knowledge they acquire. 

Another strength is the central role of the tutor, regarded as a fundamental reference role 
from both the pedagogical and psychological perspective. Widely recognized in the literature 
(Bertagna, 2020; Zaramella et al., 2001), the tutor plays a key role as a mediator and coordinator 
within the VET system. 

On the other hand, the analysis highlighted significant challenges, such as difficulty in 
managing the class, a problem that emerged clearly in interviews with tutors, coordinators, and 
educators. There is a need to enhance teacher training, particularly in skills related to Specific 
Learning Disabilities (SLD) and Special Educational Needs (SEN). Moreover, students ex-
pressed a desire for more creative and innovative teaching methods, less tied to traditional lec-
tures. Classroom observations confirmed this need, revealing a limited use of diverse teaching 
tools and an overreliance on static methods such as pen and paper. 

Another challenge concerns communication and collaboration between teachers and edu-
cational staff, as well as among different operational sites. While tutors and coordinators de-
scribed the context as lacking collaboration, classroom observations revealed limited interac-
tion during lessons. Addressing these issues requires an integrated approach involving all pro-
fessional figures and promoting continuous improvement of competencies, fostering coherence 
and effectiveness within the educational system. 
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In conclusion, the comparison of sources and the integration of diverse perspectives prove 
to be essential tools for understanding the needs of the educational system and fostering con-
tinuous improvement. Teacher training, updated and based on these principles, have been cho-
sen as a response to tackle these educational challenges, ensuring an inclusive, innovative, and 
high-quality learning environment. 

3 Addressing Teacher Training: A Reflective and Adaptive Approach 
 In the previous paragraphs, the main training needs expressed by teachers were high-

lighted, with a specific focus on the need to innovate teaching methodologies and tools. The 
data analysis indicates a strong demand for support in improving classroom management (67%) 
and in addressing topics related to Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) and Special Educa-
tional Needs (SEN) (40%). 

Before delving into the details of the teacher training content, it is important to clarify what 
"classroom management" entails in the context of Vocational Education and Training (VET). 
Generally, this concept encompasses a set of key competencies, including the ability to estab-
lish effective relationships with the group, foster a positive climate, collaboratively share rules 
and norms, and manage the planning and organization of teaching. These elements contribute 
to creating a favourable, inclusive learning environment that nurtures the potential of each stu-
dent. 

In light of these considerations, a training program for teachers was designed to update and 
enhance their knowledge and skills regarding tools, methodologies, and teaching strategies. The 
program addressed essential topics such as adolescence as a critical stage of development, the 
value of reflexivity in educational contexts, lesson planning, operational tools for VET, and in-
depth coverage of Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) and Special Educational Needs (SEN). 
The program consisted of five sessions: three lasting two and a half hours and two lasting four 
hours, held cyclically in the locations of Villa San Martino, Bologna, and Faenza. The training 
was developed and delivered through collaboration among several professionals: pedagogical 
coordinator, educator, and Chiara Ostuni, PhD candidate from the Department of Education 
Sciences at the University of Bologna; and Professor Elena Luppi, full professor at the Depart-
ment of Education Sciences at the University of Bologna. 

This initiative, aligned with the Action-Research methodology, involved internal profes-
sional figures from the training institution who were tasked with designing and implementing 
the teacher training program, based on the results of the training needs analysis. In this context, 
the professionals within the institution took an active and central role in the project, becoming 
co-designers (Benvenuto, 2015). Addressing the training needs of those working in VET insti-
tutions allows for the creation of research and innovation pathways based on real needs, foster-
ing collaboration and co-design with the involved professionals. The co-design phase helps 
professionals become aware of the challenges and opportunities, promoting critical reflection 
on educational practices. 

Teacher training plays a key role not only in ensuring quality education but also in promot-
ing teachers' psychological well-being, which in turn supports the well-being of students. Tar-
geted training thus becomes an essential tool to equip teachers or relevant professionals with 
the necessary skills to address these demands and to develop strategies for both personal and 
professional resilience. Training provides not only technical knowledge but also opportunities 
for teachers to reflect on their roles and develop emotional and social awareness. These aspects 
are central to promote continuous professional development that prepares educators not only to 
manage classroom challenges but also to support their personal growth. Teachers who feel ad-
equately trained and supported experience a greater sense of control and value their professional 
activities, experiencing positive emotions that fuel their commitment (Pekrun, 2006). 

The focus was placed on several key topics crucial for educational and training work: 
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1. adolescence as a life stage, exploring the characteristics of this developmental phase 
and its educational implications. 

2. Learning theories, offering an overview of the main theoretical models to understand 
learning processes. 

3. A reflect and adaptive approach, combining critical reflection with the ability to adapt 
and respond proactively to situations and changes. This approach is inspired by key 
figures such as Dewey, the concept of Mindset (Dweck, 2023), and Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs, aimed at promoting conscious and inclusive teaching. 

4. Educational design, analysing and applying methodologies for planning and implement-
ing educational interventions. 

5. Training tools, emphasizing the use and evaluation of resources to support teaching and 
training activities. 

 
Another key objective of the training provided to C.E.F.A.L. educators was to promote a 

vision of education and training as a dynamic context, where no single solution fits all. Empha-
sis was placed on the importance of tailoring educational pathways, highlighting the centrality 
of the educational process, which is marked by reflexivity, the building of meaningful relation-
ships, and flexible planning. 

The training process should be grounded in a reflective, adaptable, and dynamic approach, 
enabling educators to respond effectively to the varied situations that arise in classroom set-
tings. It allows educators to reassess habitual practices and consciously adapt teaching strate-
gies in innovative ways. Effective teaching requires formulating hypotheses, analysing feed-
back, and designing flexible interventions that address the specific challenges of each educa-
tional context. 

Every educational intervention should be a collaborative effort, where educators and learn-
ers share responsibilities and intentions. In complex contexts, educators are called to act with 
flexibility and decisiveness, constantly making informed choices and adaptations. The starting 
point remains the individual: educational planning (Bertolini & Caronia, 2015) must be rooted 
in a deep understanding of each person’s individuality, specific needs, and educational goals. 
This foundation paves the way for personalized and meaningful intervention pathways. 

The comparison of pre-and post-training data reveals significant shifts in the beliefs of 
professionals regarding teaching strategies. The findings indicate a growing awareness and 
openness toward more flexible, differentiated approaches that integrate active methodologies 
and technological tools into educational practices. Specifically, after the training, 70% of pro-
fessionals strongly agreed that active learning strategies, such as group work, promote active 
engagement and interaction, compared to 43.24% before the training. 

The importance attributed to the use of educational technologies, such as multimedia 
presentations, videos, and online materials, also increased, with 60% of participants recogniz-
ing their relevance, up from 40.54%. Additionally, learning strategies based on the arts, such 
as drawing or music, gained greater recognition, with 75% of professionals strongly agreeing 
on their value compared to 54% before the training. 

Another notable change concerned a decline in traditional, rigid beliefs. Fewer profession-
als now agree with statements such as "lectures are the only truly effective way to transmit 
knowledge" or "a well-structured lesson does not need to be adapted to different student needs." 
These findings suggest a shift toward a more dynamic, student-centred approach to teaching, 
emphasizing methodological diversity and aligning with the demands of an inclusive and inno-
vative educational environment. 
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4  Conclusions 
In adult learning, training plays a pivotal role when it fosters a profound transformation of 

individual frames of reference (Biasin & Chianese, 2022; Mezirow, 2016). This transformative 
process often begins with a critical event or a disorienting crisis, leading to a reassessment of 
traditional meaning-making perspectives. When these perspectives prove inadequate for inter-
preting situations or emotions, adults are prompted to embark on a path of critical self-reflec-
tion, examining their beliefs, emotions, expectations, and actions. This process challenges dom-
inant views and opens the possibility of embracing new meanings (Biasin & Chianese, 2022; 
Mezirow, 2016; Federighi, 2020). According to the transformative approach, adult education 
supports continuous personal growth and a deeper understanding of experiences. 

During the training sessions held with the professionals at C.E.F.A.L., one limitation was 
the inability to make participation mandatory for all trainers. This restricted involvement to a 
minority, hindering uniform participation. This limitation is partly due to the multifaceted roles 
of the educators, who, in addition to teaching, are engaged in other professional activities. An-
other explanation lies in the challenges and complexities inherent in self-questioning and 
change. Resistance to training may stem from fears of failure, judgment, or perceived threats 
associated with change, as well as from scepticism about the training's relevance. 

A further challenge relates to the workload experienced by educators. Teaching is increas-
ingly characterized by complexity, involving organizational and relational challenges alongside 
continuous proposals for training and professional development. Teachers often report signifi-
cant stress. According to the 2021 Eurydice report, nearly half of lower secondary school teach-
ers in Europe experience high levels of work-related stress, with rates ranging from 20% to 
90% depending on the educational context. This stress is linked to various factors, including 
excessive bureaucracy, heavy workloads, grading assignments, classroom management, and 
interactions with students' families. Many teachers feel overwhelmed, leaving them little time 
to focus on lesson planning and professional growth. These challenges not only affect teachers' 
well-being but also compromise their ability to fully perform their educational roles. Such find-
ings align with reports from C.E.F.A.L. educators and help explain absenteeism during training 
sessions. 

Despite these challenges, training remains a powerful tool for driving change. In the con-
text of this action-research initiative, a training program was designed and developed in re-
sponse to the needs identified through data analysis. Investing in training is key to building an 
inclusive and evolving society. Acquiring both transversal and technical skills is essential for 
professionals to effectively address daily workplace challenges and navigate the complexities 
of contemporary educational environments (Cedefop, 2022). Furthermore, these skills enable 
professionals to engage effectively with students, address diverse challenges in educational set-
tings, and foster meaningful learning (Dewey, 1916; Kolb & Fry, 1975), influencing cognitive, 
operational, and emotional dimensions. 
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Abstract 
Context: The automotive sector is undergoing a significant socio-ecological transformation, 
requiring a skilled workforce to meet evolving industry demands. This study explores how a 
medium-sized car workshop and dealership in Bremen, Germany, is addressing these chal-
lenges and what the implications are for organizational learning. 
Approach: This case study adopts a mixed-methods research design, incorporating quantitative 
data from an online survey (n=160) and qualitative insights from focus group discussions with 
management and human resources. The survey investigates employees' training needs, percep-
tions of organizational support, and the effects of digitalization and AI. 
Findings: The results show that the majority of employees consider further training crucial for 
adapting to industry changes; however, there is expressed dissatisfaction with current offerings. 
A strong demand exists for training in digital skills and AI. Although an open feedback culture 
is present, time constraints hinder effective knowledge transfer and onboarding processes. Ad-
ditionally, significant challenges related to employee retention and skilled labor shortages were 
identified, which are exacerbated by increasing demands for technological adaptation. 
Conclusions: To promote sustainable organizational learning, it is vital for employers to take a 
proactive role in developing structured training programs and support systems. Improving com-
munication and flexibility in training offerings can enhance employee engagement and reten-
tion. The study highlights the significance of addressing both technical and interpersonal as-
pects of transformation to build a resilient workforce capable of navigating the complexities of 
the automotive industry’s future. 

Keywords 
transformation; automotive sector; organizational learning; Germany 

1 Introduction 
Transformation is a topic of significant discussion, particularly in key industries 

(Wendland, 2022). This focus is warranted due to its substantial economic relevance and im-
plications. To effectively navigate the socio-economic and ecological transition, it is essential 
to develop a skilled workforce that meets specific needs, along with a customized array of qual-
ifications to secure employment and address the evolving requirements for skills (Federal Min-
istry of Labour and Social Affairs, 2022). In the industry, the transformation process is poised 
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to become a key driver of innovation for the automotive sector in the years to come. Still, a 
more precise picture of transformation processes within companies would be desirable (Czer-
nich et al., 2021). 

Vocational training can be seen as the basis for the transformation process, as it provides 
the foundation for further qualifications. Vocational education and training (VET) in Germany 
is part of upper secondary education and takes place at various learning venues, including vo-
cational schools, companies, public institutions, inter-company training centers and other edu-
cational institutions (Eckert et al. 2022). The German Vocational Training Act (Berufsbild-
ungsgesetz, BBiG) forms the legal basis for this and has regulated dual apprenticeships since 
its introduction in 1969. It contributes to the stabilization of German federal corporatism by 
taking into account the interests of employers' associations, trade unions and the state (Weitz 
& Ludwig-Mayerhofer, 2024). VET is also characterized by a strong institutional structure 
(Gerholz, 2022). 

The key element of VET is dual apprenticeships, which are based on the German Voca-
tional Training Act (BBiG) and the Crafts and Trades Regulation Code (HwO). They combine 
in-company training with classroom instruction at vocational schools, with the in-company por-
tion being supplemented by subject-specific theoretical and general education content (Forner, 
2022; Klemm, 2022; Kutscha, 2022). It is defined as vocational training that is heavily com-
pany-based and closely linked to the economic system, but (co-)regulated by the state and sup-
plemented by part-time school (Weitz & Ludwig-Mayerhofer, 2024) and represents a mixed 
system of state, market and corporatist elements (Kutscha, 2022). While the state sets the frame-
work for in-company training, the federal states are responsible for the school-based part, which 
is regulated by school laws and curricula (Gerholz, 2022). It is steered and controlled by the 
state and the social partners (Reiber & Friese, 2022). At the regional level, chambers, as public 
corporations, take control of the practical training components and also ensure economic self-
administration and representation of interests (Forner, 2022; Kutscha, 2022; Reiber & Friese, 
2022). As state schools, vocational schools are subject to the school laws of the respective fed-
eral states (Reiber & Friese, 2022). The companies provide funding for the practical part, while 
the federal states and school authorities cover the costs for the school-based part (Klemm, 
2022). In addition, all training contracts must be registered with a competent chamber, such as 
the Chamber of Industry and Commerce or the Chamber of Crafts (Weitz & Ludwig-Mayerho-
fer, 2024). 

In general, apprentices spend three to four days a week in the company and one to two days 
in vocational school (Forner, 2022). Each year, about 500,000 people enter this training system 
(Weitz & Ludwig-Mayerhofer, 2024). In 2024, there are 328 recognised training occupations, 
which are divided into commercial/administrative, industrial/technical and craft occupations 
(BIBB, 2024; Gerholz, 2022). Most of these dual training occupations belong to the non-regu-
lated occupations, which are characterized by dependent employment and are not carried out 
on one's own responsibility (Deutscher Bundestag, 2019). 

Continuing vocational education and training (CVET) refers to all training activities that 
follow on from initial VET and aim to expand, deepen or adapt vocational qualifications to new 
requirements. It serves both to secure individual employment opportunities and to meet the 
demand for skilled workers in companies and the economy (Schmidt & Klenk, n.d.). In the face 
of transformation processes such as digitalisation and the shortage of skilled workers, skilled 
workers need specialised knowledge and future skills that include digital, classic and transform-
ative competencies (Hocke & Klee, 2023). CVET should provide sustainable learning pro-
cesses and interdisciplinary perspectives in order to do justice to the complexity of current chal-
lenges (Hocke & Klee, 2023). 

While for the younger generations, the dual apprenticeship is supposed to strengthen its 
workforce with the breadth of training, it can be assumed that companies have a particular need 
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for action when it comes to further developing older generations that are the sustainable skilled 
workforce base now. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) from the supplier and service 
sector have a particular need for support here, as they often do not have the necessary capacities 
and knowledge to design sustainable further training planning (Müller, 2023). This study, there-
fore, aims to answer the following research questions: In how far do companies address the 
social-ecological transformation? What skills are needed now and in the coming years? Which 
organisational learnings can be observed? We answer these questions using a case study of a 
car workshop and dealership, a medium sized company, located in the Bremen area in Germany. 
The study takes place in the context of the project "Further education network of the Bremen 
automotive industry", funded by the German federal Ministry of Education and Research, the 
European Social Fund and the state of Bremen. We pursue a mixed methods research design 
with focus group discussions and an online survey. 

2 Theoretical Framework 
Pedagogical debates on organizational learning have so far been the exception rather than 

the rule in adult and organizational education discussions. We use the theoretical frame of the 
learning triangle that is applied to organizational learning (Illeris, 2007; Pätzold, 2017). Illeris' 
model assumes that individual learning consists of an outward interaction with the environment, 
which corresponds to a continuous balance between a cognitive and an emotional dimension 
on the “inside”. Pätzold (2017; 2020) contextualizes the learning triangle for organizational 
learning and describes the dimensions as described in figure 1. 

Here, the categories of dealing with knowledge, organisational culture and organisational 
environment can be used to classify phenomena in organizations in relation to organizational 
learning. Dealing with knowledge describes in the first place the dimension of cognitive pro-
cesses within the organization and can also be described as knowledge management. This di-
mension goes hand in hand with emotional processes, the dimension of organizational culture. 
Both dimensions of cognition and emotion highlight the fact that a learning can neither be a 
process of cognition nor one of emotion but must always consider the dynamic balance between 
the two. The inclusion of the organisational environment includes the interplay between organ-
ization and environment. Pätzold (2017) states that a balanced equilibrium between cognition 
and emotion is important as a prerequisite for organizational learning. Regarding the interaction 
with the organizational environment, a clear allocation of tasks and resources (e.g., regarding 
sources of information, promoters, etc.) is required to foster organizational learning. 

Figure 1 
Organizational learning following Pätzold, 2017 (p. 46). 
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Focusing on customer satisfaction and operational excellence, the company has established 
a robust supply chain and logistics framework, enabling timely delivery and responsiveness to 
client needs. The company has about 900 employees and is a family-owned business. Addi-
tional to external developments, an organisational change is going on as the company has ex-
perienced an over-proportional growth during the last ten years through business combinations 
and acquisitions. 

The survey is divided into the topics of a) socio-economic data, b) further training partici-
pation and reasons, c) further training contents, d) further training structures, e) artificial intel-
ligence, f) onboarding, g) training support, h) (mental) health at the workplace. The respondents 
belong to the following employee groups: administration (14%), sales passenger cars, (14%), 
sales vans and transportation (13%), service (workshop, assistance) (41%), sales of parts (11%), 
others (such as invoicing and in training) (7%) and the workforce is characterized by a long 
period of employment (almost 50% work there for 11 years or longer). 

3 Results 
Referring to our theoretical framework, we structure the analysis of our data using the cat-

egories organizational culture, dealing with knowledge, and organizational environment. 

3.1 Organizational Culture 
The survey results show that further training is of central importance to employees. Many 

respondents emphasize that regular training is necessary to keep pace with changes in the in-
dustry (How important is it to you to regularly undergo further training? was answered by 97% 
with “very important” or “important”), as the original tasks have shifted and developed into 
larger task areas. The willingness to participate in training programs is high, but it is often noted 
that the offerings do not always meet the needs of employees. Employees also expect further 
training that is partly linked to the desire for management responsibilities, whether profession-
ally, personally or in terms of remuneration. The content of the CVET should also be highly 
relevant to the employee's current professional position. 

Some employees reported an open feedback culture, which is important for learning in the 
organization. The exchange between colleagues is perceived as positive, which helps to create 
a supportive learning environment. However, there is evidence of “time issues” (e.g., overtime 
hours) which can hinder learning and motivation. 

3.2 Dealing with Knowledge 
The survey shows that dealing with digital tools and AI is becoming increasingly im-

portant. Many employees (about 90%) express a desire for training in digital skills, which in-
dicates an awareness of the need for knowledge transfer in these areas. They also emphasize 
that further training in AI should be offered due to the high level of stress (53% of all respond-
ents). This opinion is based on the fact that employees emphasize that AI would make everyday 
tasks in their field of work more efficient, such as dealing with customers and customer man-
agement. 

Although some knowledge sharing takes place through the open feedback culture, it is 
noted that there is often insufficient time for individual induction or learning through experi-
ence. This suggests that employees may not be sufficiently empowered to actually apply their 
knowledge. 
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3.3 Organizational Environment 
The survey shows that many employees would like support from their employer for further 

training. The desire for more flexibility in the offerings is frequently expressed in order to im-
prove the compatibility of further training and everyday working life. Some employees state 
that they need an impulse from their employer to take part in further training. 

A clear lack of structured induction processes was identified. New employees often feel 
inadequately supported, which makes it difficult to implement knowledge in practice. A tar-
geted allocation of resources and a clear distribution of tasks could bring improvements here. 

In principle, a certain degree of organizational learning takes place in the company under 
review, supported by a positive corporate culture and the will to provide further training. How-
ever, there are significant challenges, particularly in the practical implementation of knowledge 
transfer and support for new employees. In order to fully exploit the potential for organizational 
learning, the areas of induction, knowledge sharing and management support should be specif-
ically improved. 

3.4 General Challenges and Organizational Ways of Learnings 
Several critical aspects highlight both internal and external challenges. A notable concern 

is the absenteeism rate, indicating a significant shortage of skilled workers and the necessity to 
manage sickness levels effectively. We found that the company faces challenges in recruiting 
and retaining staff, with a recognized loss of specialist and process knowledge when employees 
leave. "Everyone who leaves takes so much specialist and process knowledge with them" 
(FG_2, 24.03.2024, HR-manager). Additionally, the demands on employees to adapt to new 
technologies due to mobility transitions are increasing, creating a widening skill gap: "The 
range is widening: combustion engines on the one hand and high-tech vehicles that almost need 
engineers for maintenance on the other" (FG_1, Managing director; 18.11.2023). 

To address these challenges, the company is implementing new forms of corporate com-
munication and vision, recognizing that transformation is a comprehensive process, particularly 
in light of generational change at the management level. Challenges in corporate culture, such 
as diversity acceptance—specifically concerning refugee employees—call for targeted 
measures to enhance team spirit and integration. Developing coaching programs and establish-
ing a business-owned academy for centralized training offerings are emphasized as potential 
solutions. 

Moreover, a paradigm shift in management culture is underway, characterized by increased 
attention to personality profiles within teams. This approach fosters decentralized responsibility 
and promotes an open communication culture, allowing employees to voice their needs and 
concerns. Additionally, pilot programs focusing on mental health support have been initiated. 

4 Discussion 
Overall, it is to be highlighted that the technical aspects of the transformation are not seen 

as the greatest challenges. Rather, the core problems lie in the communication strategy, em-
ployee retention and adapting to changing market conditions. Our results show that the organ-
ization provides a solid foundation for the learning and development of employees. The estab-
lished open feedback culture contributes to creating an environment for organizational learning 
as an emotional component of the organizational culture. 

While technical challenges, such as dealing with increasing digitalization and artificial in-
telligence, do exist, they represent only a minor barrier. The greatest challenge, by contrast, lies 
in the organizational environment. A lack of strategies for structured onboarding and deficits 
in communication and cooperation structures indicate significant potential for development in 
this area. 
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Another challenge is the shortage of skilled workers in the automotive industry, which 
leads to workforce shortages in the organization. This increases the work pressure on existing 
employees, as they have to perform their daily tasks despite reduced personnel capacity. This 
results in time stress, which should be reduced through targeted stress management and aware-
ness-raising measures. High stress levels can also lead to employees being unable to work and, 
in the worst case, further exacerbate workforce shortages, creating a stressful cycle. Targeted 
measures are needed to break this cycle. One solution could be to allow employees the option 
of being flexible about their workload, as this can help to avoid overwork situations (DGB-
Index Gute Arbeit, 2024). Dealing with AI in the form of further training can also address both 
the technical challenges and the interdisciplinary challenges. With the help of AI, everyday 
tasks for employees can be made easier, which could reduce stress factors such as time pressure 
and workforce shortages. 

Further training is crucial for employees, as they need to continuously adapt to the changing 
demands of the world of work and their specific field of activity. In addition, further training 
and development opportunities not only have a positive effect on employability but also pro-
mote equal opportunities and participation in the labour market (DGB Index Gute Arbeit, 2024). 

As employees expressed a desire for their employer to take the initiative and actively offer 
further training opportunities, a structured and more intensive induction is particularly im-
portant. This ensures that work tasks are clearly defined and that a reliable work structure is in 
place. In addition, regular performance reviews make it possible to identify challenges at an 
early stage, provide targeted feedback and directly communicate and offer further training op-
portunities. 

Furthermore, the shortage of skilled workers can be observed across all industries: Com-
panies need to develop innovative approaches to training and promoting talent in order to meet 
the demands of changing markets. This comes along with the awareness of employee mental 
health that is becoming increasingly important. Companies that take proactive measures to pro-
mote the well-being of their employees tend to increase their commitment and performance, as 
in our case. 

Various measures should be taken to increase the potential for organizational learning and 
to improve employee satisfaction. One important step is to introduce structured induction plans 
and to revise the onboarding process. This should include developing clear, defined processes 
for the induction of new employees and improving internal processes and structures. In partic-
ular, communication and cooperation structures should be optimized to ensure more effective 
collaboration. Regular performance reviews provide an additional opportunity to address chal-
lenges early and provide feedback. 

Also, employers should provide flexible training options that are tailored to the individual 
needs of employees. It is particularly important to offer training in stress management and men-
tal health to support employees in their day-to-day work. Not only the team, but also managers 
should be trained in programs on topics such as appreciation and corporate communication. In 
addition, learning with and from each other within the company should be more strongly en-
couraged in order to support exchange and shared growth. 

Another key point is digitalization initiatives that train employees in digital skills and the 
use of artificial intelligence (AI) in work processes. These training courses can help employees 
to adapt to technological changes and to adjust their working methods accordingly. Establishing 
cross-company programs that enable employees from different companies to exchange ideas 
could also strengthen the network idea and open up new perspectives. 

Another crucial aspect is the influence of employees on determining the volume of work. 
Options for organizing the amount of work can help to avoid overwork and thus promote the 
well-being and satisfaction of employees (DGB Gute Arbeit, 2024). 
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5 Conclusion 
The central point of the analysis is that employers should take a more proactive role in 

offering further training opportunities and motivating employees to participate. More open 
communication on the part of the employer can help to increase participation in further training 
programs. In addition, closer cooperation between employers and employees and the promotion 
of networks and cross-company offers are essential to creating sustainable learning and devel-
opment opportunities. A more structured and intensive employee induction process would en-
sure that work tasks are clearly defined and that a reliable work structure is in place. In addition, 
regular performance reviews can help to identify challenges at an early stage and provide tar-
geted feedback on tasks. Further training opportunities can be communicated and offered di-
rectly in this context to promote the continuous development of employees. 

In the automotive industry, the situation might differ in general, as there is a higher pressure 
to adapt and learn resulting from technical changes. Still, we conclude that to be prepared for 
the socio-ecological transformation, organisations should be working on sustainable personnel 
development and responsible communication. This leads to social innovation which is a basis 
for transformation (Peters, 2024). 

Our research work is limited by focusing on a single case and the associated restrictions in 
the data basis and interpretation. An extension of the study to several companies, maybe from 
different branches within the automotive sector, and the consideration of both qualitative and 
quantitative data would be necessary in order to achieve more comprehensive and valid results. 
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Abstract 
Context: Early dropout in vocational education and training (VET) remains a pressing chal-
lenge, particularly in Spain, where there is an urgent need for applied research on effective 
preventive measures. Grounded in Self-Determination Theory (SDT), this study investigates 
how specific teaching practices—namely autonomy support, competence-based work, and 
teacher-student relationships—can foster intrinsic motivation and thus reduce dropout rates. 
Methods: A mixed-methods design was employed within a larger research project centered on 
teachers’ practices and dropout prevention. The quantitative phase used two standardized ques-
tionnaires (Situations-in-School and Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale) to gather data from 287 
vocational teachers, complemented by socio-demographic items. The qualitative phase in-
volved action research through six focus groups (58 teachers) and four interviews with man-
agement team members, yielding deeper insights into the factors influencing student motivation 
and persistence. 
Findings: Quantitative findings revealed high levels of teacher self-efficacy in student engage-
ment, instructional strategies, and classroom management. Autonomy support and structured 
teaching styles were notably more prevalent than controlling or chaotic approaches, though 
structured methods were still used more frequently than autonomy-focused ones. Qualitative 
data underscored the importance of strong teacher-student relationships, the gradual cultivation 
of student autonomy, and the critical role of competencies. 
Conclusions: Overall, the study highlights how self-determined motivation significantly influ-
ences student retention and success in VET. Strengthening teacher-student relationships, sup-
porting autonomy, and developing core competencies emerge as essential strategies for enhanc-
ing students’ intrinsic motivation and reducing dropout, thereby calling for targeted policy and 
practice interventions in the field of vocational education. 

Keywords 
vocational education, dropout prevention, self-determination theory, engagement 
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1 Introduction 
In recent years, the issue of early dropout has been a cause for concern within the educa-

tional community. In the case of vocational education and training (VET), this matter is partic-
ularly relevant due to the strategic role of secondary vocational education in raising the educa-
tional level of the young population and its contribution to economic and social development 
(Cedefop, 2016; Salvà-Mut et al., 2019). In Spain, the most recent data indicate that, five years 
after entering a vocational training program, 50.6% of students in Basic Vocational Education 
and Training (BVET) and 64.3% of students in Intermediate Vocational Education and Training 
(IVET) have obtained their certification, while 41.2% of BVET and 28.6% of IVET students 
have left the education system. The remaining 8.2% of BVET and 7.0% of IVET students are 
pursuing some form of additional training (Ministry of education, vocational training and 
sports, 2024a). Specifically, in the Balearic Islands—where this study is located—52.3% of 
BVET and 67.3% of IVET students have obtained their certification, 42.4% of BVET and 
26.8% of IVET have left the education system, and 5.3% of BVET and 3.9% of IVET students 
are engaged in additional training (Ministry of education, vocational training and sports, 
2024b). These figures highlight a context in which applied research aimed at preventing drop-
outs is both urgent and necessary. 

Early dropout in vocational education is defined as having failed to earn an upper-second-
ary qualification, having abandoned a vocational training program leading to a qualification 
higher than the one currently held, and not being enrolled in any educational program at present 
(Cedefop, 2016). Nonetheless, it is important to clarify that dropping out is not a single act but 
rather the outcome of a long, complex process involving various factors (Rumberger, 2011). 
Among these factors, teaching practices stand out as the focus of this research. 

In this context and recognizing the importance of teachers and their teaching practices in 
the process of lifelong learning, we adopt Self-Determination Theory (SDT) as our conceptual 
framework. SDT is one of the most developed conceptual models for understanding how teach-
ing practices influence students’ learning processes by centering on motivation, specifically on 
individuals’ self-directed and self-determined behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Building on evi-
dence that there are two types of motivation—intrinsic and extrinsic—Self-Determination The-
ory conceptualizes intrinsic motivation as autonomous and extrinsic motivation as controlled. 
Intrinsic motivation is understood as the inherent tendency to engage in an activity for its own 
sake and therefore has positive consequences for students’ engagement and academic perfor-
mance (Froiland & Worrel, 2016; Gottfried et al., 2008; Taylor et al., 2014; Tsai et al., 2008). 

According to SDT, when teachers promote student autonomy, competence-based work, 
awareness of these competencies, and the establishment of relationships with others, they foster 
intrinsic motivation. Consequently, SDT posits that supporting student autonomy and providing 
structure in teaching-learning processes encourage self-regulated learning. 

Finally, this study will consider teachers' sense of self-efficacy. Bandura (1977) defined 
self-efficacy as an individual's belief in their ability to successfully complete a specific task. 
Based on this definition, numerous studies have demonstrated the impact of this construct on 
teachers' performance. Thus, the literature has shown that teachers' self-efficacy is related to 
innovative behaviors (Klaeijsen et al., 2018), intrinsic enjoyment of work (Marshall et al., 
2012), teachers' trust in students (Meristo & Eisenschmidt, 2014), teachers' motivation 
(Runhaar et al., 2010), work engagement (Zhou et al., 2022), and the development of better 
teaching practices (Girardet & Berger, 2017). 
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2 Methodology 
The present study is carried out as part of the project ‘Teaching practice and prevention of 

early dropout in Vocational Training: An empirical approach and intervention proposal”52F

1. The 
project was developed in two distinct phases: the first, a quantitative and exploratory phase; 
and the second, qualitative and based on a pilot plan to prevent early dropout in VET at two 
centers. Based on the model proposed by SDT, this research aims to analyze and describe the 
teaching styles and the sense of self-efficacy among the teaching staff at two vocational training 
centers in the Balearic Islands. 

The quantitative data were collected through two standardized self-administered question-
naires: the Situations-in-School (SIS) questionnaire (Aelterman et al., 2019) and the Teachers’ 
Sense of Efficacy Scale (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). Data was collected 
through an online questionnaire. The data collection process strictly adhered to ethical princi-
ples and privacy regulations, always ensuring the anonymity and protection of participants’ 
personal data. A total of 30 questionnaires were collected from the two participating centers, 
consisting of 17 men and 13 women. Of the respondents, 12 taught in Basic Vocational Educa-
tion and Training (BVET) and 18 in Intermediate Vocational Education and Training (IVET). 
Their professional experience ranged from 1 to 40 years (M = 13.65; SD=13,04). 

The Situations-in-School (SIS, Aelterman et al., 2019) comprises 15 different teaching sce-
narios commonly encountered in classrooms to assess teachers' predominant teaching styles. 
For each scenario, four possible approaches are presented, and the teachers are asked to indicate 
the extent to which each approach describes their past actions or those in similar situations. The 
scale consists of four subscales (autonomy support, structure, control, and chaos) and 60 items, 
with Likert-type responses ranging from 1 (“Does not describe me at all”) to 7 (“Describes me 
very well”). 

Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (TSES, Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001) 
measures teachers’ beliefs about their ability to influence students’ learning through certain 
actions related to three domains of self-efficacy: efficacy in fostering student engagement, ef-
ficacy of applied teaching strategies, and efficacy of classroom management. This scale consists 
of 24 items, 8 for each of these subscales, with response rated on a Likert scale ranging from 1 
(Nothing) to 9 (A lot). 

The design, development, and evaluation of the pilot plan were carried out using action 
research methodology (Elliot, 1990) within the critical paradigm of qualitative research. Six 
focus groups were conducted with a total of 58 vocational teachers, and four interviews were 
held with members of the management teams. These participants were selected according to 
criteria of relevance and significance to the study (Flick, 2004), constituting a purposive sample 
based on the participants’ explanatory capacity. 

Each focus group session lasted two hours, in accordance with the ethical commitment 
established for this study, and with the consent of the participants. All sessions followed ano-
nymity protocols, and all necessary confidentiality and consent forms were duly signed. After 
transcription, the data were analyzed using NVIVO software. The categorization and subse-
quent coding of the data were performed deductively, drawing on the core elements of Self-
Determination Theory: motivation, relatedness, autonomy, and competencies. 

 
 

1  R&D&I Programme, funded by the Ministry of Science and Innovation and the State Research Agency 
(PID2019-108342RB-100) 
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3 Results 
The descriptive analysis of teachers' sense of self-efficacy (Table 1) allowed us to observe 

that they scored highly in efficacy in fostering student engagement (M = 7.15; SD = .92), effi-
cacy of applied teaching strategies (M = 7.12; SD = .94), and efficacy of classroom management 
(M = 7.02; SD = .83). Table 1 also presents the minimum and maximum average values of the 
teachers' responses for each dimension. It can be observed that the minimum average values 
are above the midpoint of the response scale, indicating high scores. 

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics of Teachers' Sense of Self-Efficacy and Teaching Styles 

 M. SD. Min. Max. 
Self-efficacy     
Efficacy in fostering student engagement 7.15 0.92 5 9 
Efficacy of applied teaching 7.12 0.94 5.63 9 
Efficacy of classroom management 7.02 0.83 5.50 9 
Teaching styles     
Autonomy support 5.19 0.89 2.33 6.60 
Structure 5.58 0.71 3.40 6.67 
Control  2.94 0.98 1.20 5.73 
Chaos 2.09 0.58 1.20 3.27 

Note. n = 30; Self-efficacy scores range from 1 (Nothing) to 9 (A lot), while teaching styles scores range from 1 
(does not describe me at all) to 7 (describes me very well). 

Regarding teaching styles, the descriptive analysis (Table 1) allows us to observe that styles 
supporting autonomy (M = 5.19; SD = .89) and structure (M = 5.58; SD = .71) are used more 
frequently than those focused on control (M = 2.94; SD = .98) and chaos (M = 2.09; SD = .58). 

Table 2 
Mean Contrast by Teaching Styles 

Factor M (SD) t d.f. p d 
Autonomy support 5.19 (.89) -3.802 29 0.001 0.48 
Structure 5.58 (.71)     
Control 2.94 (.98) 4.348 29 0.000 1.05 
Chaos 2.09 (.58)     

Note. Scores on the scale range from 1 (does not describe me at all) to 7 (describes me very well). 

Mean contrasts using the Student's t-test (Table 2) reveal that, when comparing the auton-
omy support and structure styles, teachers tend to use more structured approaches (p < .001). 
Similarly, when comparing control and chaos, the results indicate that teachers tend to adopt 
more controlling styles (p < .000). 

The following presents the qualitative results based on Self-Determination Theory: 

3.1 Relationships 
There is unanimous agreement among participants that building a bond with students is not 

only essential but also necessary: “In Basic Vocational Education, you have to connect with 
them on a personal level and motivate them, providing positive reinforcement.” 

Moreover, participants discuss the quality of this bond, going beyond its mere existence, 
and describe factors that may influence it: the educational level, the content of the module being 
taught, and the type of student population. 
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Finally, the effect of the relational aspect on student motivation is highlighted: “If you 
manage to establish contact, the relationship changes, and once they see there is trust, even if 
it’s something that doesn’t motivate them much, they will try.” 

This opens a path for further exploration of how the various dimensions of Self-Determi-
nation Theory relate to each other. 

Autonomy 
Teachers report that, although students initially exhibit a certain dependence on them, this 

low level of autonomy improves over the academic year, particularly in the second year. Re-
garding the determinants that affect student autonomy, teachers emphasize the importance of 
not making things too easy or adapting them excessively to students’ needs; they suggest that 
too much adaptation can be detrimental in the long term: “You’ve made so many adaptations 
that some exams could be done by a six-year-old. How is that really helping them when at some 
point they’ll need to do subtraction or multiplication?” 

Competencies 
Teachers confirm that students’ level of competence becomes more limited each year, 

blaming this situation on the Compulsory Secondary Education stage (and sometimes even on 
Primary Education). They also point to the negative effects the pandemic had on the Spanish 
educational system. 

Additionally, and as noted previously, students’ competency development is related to their 
motivation and, consequently, to the academic guidance they have received: “This is what we 
often see: students’ competencies are closely linked to whether they know where they’re head-
ing. I mean, you really have to think about it—whether you want to pursue this field or study 
that professional area. First, you need to know if you have reliable skills or competencies in 
that area.” 

Motivation 
Across the various dimensions, teachers largely agree that student motivation is low or 

very low. Although teachers note certain variations depending on the educational level students 
are in, the academic guidance they have received, and the key role of teachers and their educa-
tional practices, motivation is broadly seen as lacking: “If you ask me about the topic of student 
motivation, we first have to distinguish between the different stages, whether it’s Basic, Inter-
mediate, or Advanced Vocational Education. In Basic Vocational Education, many students 
don’t know what they want to do and have struggled in earlier schooling.” Or, in another similar 
voice: “This year I had a student who ended up in their fifth-choice program. Whatever this 
student’s calling might be; they have to study this.” 

Finally, a direct causal relationship is established between motivation and not only dropout 
prevention but also emotional well-being: “On the other hand, students who enjoy what they 
do—everyone who finishes the second year is very happy.” 

Hence, teachers highlight the importance of academic guidance and teaching practices that 
foster student motivation, linking it to the prevention of early school leaving and the promotion 
of students’ emotional well-being. 

4 Discussion and Conclusions 
The objective of this research is to analyze and describe the teaching styles and sense of 

self-efficacy among VET teachers, to better understand how they operate and, consequently, 
design targeted measures to reduce dropout rates in these academic pathways. To achieve this, 
we analyzed both quantitative and qualitative data. 
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Regarding the quantitative data, on the one hand, the descriptive analysis of teachers' sense 
of self-efficacy has allowed us to observe that teachers have confidence in their abilities. On 
the other hand, the analysis of teaching styles reveals that teachers score higher in the autonomy 
support and structure style and lower in control and chaos. When comparing teaching styles, 
we observe that teachers show a greater predisposition towards structured styles compared to 
autonomy support styles, and a greater inclination towards controlling styles compared to cha-
otic ones. Given the high levels of self-efficacy, future interventions should focus on working 
with teachers to help shift their predisposition towards structured styles to ones that foster stu-
dent autonomy support, thus promoting intrinsic motivation and greater personal fulfillment. 

The results presented here align with existing research on secondary education dropout, 
showing that students’ self-determined motivation influences both their intentions to continue 
studying and their academic performance (Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Vallerand & Bissonette, 
1992; Vallerand et al., 1997). From this perspective, factors such as excessive control or a per-
ception of incompetence negatively affect students’ motivation, whereas opportunities for 
choice or recognition have a positive impact on intrinsic motivation and on perceptions of au-
tonomy and competence (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In this regard, the findings indicate that a lack 
of genuine vocation or passion for one’s field of study affects student motivation, underscoring 
the importance of fostering personal interests and abilities when choosing a career path. 

Within this context, it is important to highlight how teaching styles and pedagogical prac-
tices shape educational outcomes and that a teacher’s motivational style is reflected in class-
room instruction (Aelterman et al., 2019; Berger & Girardet, 2016; Cheon & Reeve, 2015; 
Kember et al., 2009). This suggests that motivation can improve through the development of 
active teaching strategies, which aligns with the idea that satisfying basic needs such as auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness is pivotal for intrinsic motivation. Additionally, it was noted 
that motivated students achieve better results, further reinforcing the idea that intrinsic motiva-
tion is linked to academic performance. 

Regarding the relationship between teachers and students, the study highlights the connec-
tion between this rapport and students’ motivation, affirming that there is a strong correlation 
between the quality of the relationship and students’ academic outcomes (Hofmann et al., 
2021). Participants stated that in Basic Vocational Education, a highly rewarding bond can be 
established, focusing on personal aspects that help students stay motivated and prepare for the 
labor market. Meanwhile, in Intermediate Vocational Education, the focus tends to shift more 
toward a professional relationship. 

Concerning student autonomy and competencies, the findings underscore the need to foster 
learners’ autonomy and competence as a critical factor in promoting intrinsic motivation. En-
couraging the development of autonomy and an awareness of one’s competence level can help 
students take greater responsibility for their own progress, which may enhance their sense of 
control and improve the self-regulation of their learning processes. 

In conclusion, the study’s findings have significant implications for educational policy and 
practice, emphasizing the key factors that contribute to improving educational quality and, con-
sequently, reducing dropout rates in vocational education. Nevertheless, despite the relevance 
of this topic, there remains a lack of research in the field of vocational education specifically 
focused on student motivation and early dropout. 
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Abstract 
Context: This paper explores the contributions of non-profit, non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), towards the inclusion of vulnerable and socially disadvantaged groups through edu-
cation and training in three country cases with three different intervention types. 
Approach: This paper employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating a literature review, 
semi-structured expert interviews for case study development, and an online survey. 
Findings: NGOs can provide flexible, needs-based training for marginalised groups increasing 
opportunities for upskilling and reskilling in an evolving labour market. Their strong social 
networks enable them to engage hard-to-reach groups, while decentralized, locally adapted 
models showcase their ability to address diverse regional needs effectively. However, persistent 
challenges include securing employer engagement, ensuring formal recognition of qualifica-
tions, and navigating complex and often unstable funding structures, which particularly impact 
smaller NGOs. 
Conclusions: NGOs have gradually become key players in the European vocational education 
and training (VET) landscape, though they still account for only about 1% of total training 
provision. Their ability to offer flexible, tailored training programmes makes them valuable 
partners in addressing skills gaps and labour market challenges, especially for socially disad-
vantaged groups. However, significant obstacles remain such as financial instability, regulatory 
barriers, and limited collaboration with employers. As Europe faces ongoing demographic, eco-
nomic, and technological shifts, NGOs will continue to play a crucial role in providing training 
and education for the most marginalised communities. Their long-term impact, however, will 
depend on strong policy support, sustainable funding, and greater integration into national qual-
ification frameworks. 

Keywords 
socially disadvantaged, access to education and training, non-governmental organisations, third 
sector 
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1 Introduction 
This paper explores the evolving role of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in voca-

tional education and training (VET) systems in supporting socially disadvantaged groups in 
Europe. It examines their contributions in offering initial vocational training, continuing voca-
tional education, and adult learning, focusing on their impact on marginalised populations. 

Labour markets have become much more inclusive over the past decades, offering more 
opportunity to groups traditionally underrepresented in the primary labour market, such as 
women, people with disabilities, older workers, migrants or refugees and individuals not in 
education, employment or training (NEET). At the same time, globalisation, accelerating tech-
nological change, new forms of work, and most recently, the transition towards a greener and 
digitalised economy, have greatly increased the volatility of labour markets and created new 
risks and demands for jobseekers, often implying the need for adaptation and continuous learn-
ing throughout life. 

While economic and demographic changes may have evolved at a different pace across 
European countries, the nature of these new demands and the rising share of new risk groups in 
the population has been commonly observed. Vulnerable or disadvantaged jobseekers often 
face multiple barriers to employment, such as low skills, care responsibilities, addiction, health 
limitations, or housing deprivation. This implies that they often need a personalised combina-
tion of several services, more attention and effort compared to the ‘typical client’ that e.g. pub-
lic-employment services were traditionally designed for. 

In many European countries, NGOs have been seen to try fill this gap with an increasingly 
offer of formal or non-formal VET. Over the past two decades, there has been a notable rise in 
NGOs stake in delivering VET programmes or forms of education and training, both for young 
and adult participants. 

2 Methodology, Scope and Definitions 
This paper is based on the study The Role of NGOs in Up- and Reskilling: Exploring ESF+ 

Supported Initiatives in Austria, Italy, Slovenia, and Spain (Markowitsch et al., 2025). 
A mixed-methods-approach was applied, consisting of literature review, case studies with 

expert interviews and a survey conducted among members of the European Social Fund+ Com-
munity of Practice on Employment, Education and Skills (ESF+ COP EES) to gather infor-
mation from other Member States. This paper will include three types of interventions across 
three EU countries, one intervention per country, of the initial study. Furthermore, the study 
analysed the Social Innovation Match (SIM)53F

1
54F

2 database, which contains over 200 cases, along 
with other data collections, to identify innovative training practices involving NGOs. 

When deciding on the case study countries and interventions, several parameters were con-
sidered in order to narrow down the selection, including the type and focus of VET system, 
country size and demographic representation (of different European regions). The decision was 
made to concentrate on Austria with the intervention of adult basic education, Work Integration 
Social Enterprises (WISE) in Spain, and Salesian VET centres for NEETs in Italy. 

The following definitions are applied to conceptualize re-occurring notions throughout this 
paper: The notion of vulnerable or socially disadvantaged groups will be used in this research 
to include individuals that experience a higher risk of poverty, social exclusion and discrimina-
tion than the general population (Cedefop, 2020a). 

 
 

1  which due to scope limitations will not be included in this paper 
2  https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match 
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Non-governmental organisations (NGOs)55F

3 will include any non-profit group organised 
on a local, national or international level that perform a variety of service and humanitarian 
functions around specific topics (United Nations, 2003). NGOs are usually organisations oper-
ating outside public administration, concentrated on mission-based activities (e.g. social or en-
vironmental issues). Most NGOs are not directly state-funded, nor do they partake in the legit-
imacy of public administration. They operate independently of state governance but are widely 
recognised as key partners in implementing public policies and contributing to the third sector. 
They however often receive significant public funding (and are often heavily reliant on it). This 
research concentrates on non-profit organisations with social missions and a training compo-
nent, however not as their sole purpose. 

3 Non-formal Training Provider Landscape in Austria, Italy and Spain 
Across all three case study countries, non-formal education and training providers consist-

ently emerge as the most significant providers of employer-sponsored training, second only to 
employers themselves56F

4. In contrast, non-profit associations play a relatively minor role, ac-
counting for approximately 1% or less of total training provision in Austria, Italy and Spain 
(Cedefop, 2015; Hefler & Studená, 2023; Markowitsch et al., 20 3). 

Despite their limited overall contribution, these associations—alongside trade unions, em-
ployers' organisations, and other entities—form part of the broader landscape of non-formal 
education and training providers, often focusing disproportionately on disadvantaged groups. 

A closer comparison between the four countries reveals notable differences. In Austria, the 
share of non-profit organisations involved in training is higher than in Italy and Spain: 1.9 % 
in Austria, 0.6 % in Italy and 0.8 % in Spain when looked at the number of hours of education 
and training per adult broken down in non-formal education and sub-type of provider in the 
case of non-profit associations (job related training employer and non-employer sponsored) 
(Molyneux et al., 2020). While in Spain, formal educational institutions such as vocational 
schools and universities play a more substantial role in non-formal vocational education, their 
influence is notably less pronounced in Austria and Italy. Austria’s relatively high proportion 
of non-formal education institutions providing non-employer-sponsored training may reflect 
the extent to which active labour market policies invest in training initiatives. Consequently, 
the capacity to identify emerging trends and best practices in vocational education and training 
(VET) and adult education—particularly for socially disadvantaged groups—varies signifi-
cantly across Member States. NGOs and non-profit education providers often step in to fill gaps 
left by public education and training systems, but their impact and visibility differ from country 
to country. 

4 The Role of NGOs in Submitting VET for Disadvantaged Learners 
The inclusion of disadvantaged groups through VET has seen a rise in research in recent 

years (Husny & Fasching, 2022; Jørgensen et al., 2021; Kimmelmann et al., 2022; Ludolph, 
2023; Schmid & Garrels, 2022; Ulrich et al., 2022; Zakariás & Al-Awami, 2023). This has 
included the integration of migrants which has since evolved to a continuous concern, even 
after the migration reflux of 2015, with Ukrainian refugees seeking aid in neighbouring coun-
tries following Russian invasion in 2022. Not only for migrants (seen in Europe in e.g. Austria 
or Denmark) but for other vulnerable groups it stays volatile to be fully integrated into the 

 
 

3  or non-profit associations which will be used synonymously throughout this paper 
4  Employers remain key sponsors and providers of work-based non-formal education, with the workplace serv-

ing as the primary setting for learning. However, their training efforts are typically focused on enhancing 
labour productivity rather than on facilitating the labour market integration of disadvantaged groups. 
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workforce (Jørgensen et al., 2021). Studies on the inclusion of youth with disabilities e.g. em-
phasis systematic barriers, overlapping jurisdictions and lack of incentives complicating the 
entrance into first labour market (Husny & Fasching, 2022). 

While NGOs initially operated on the periphery of education and training systems, they 
have progressively become a vital complement to non-formal education for disadvantaged 
learners and jobseekers. Related to skills and employment, NGOs have been particularly active 
in six key areas: 

 
1. Adult basic education and second-chance programmes 
2. Vocational training and apprenticeships 
3. Work Integration Social Enterprises 
4. Vocational rehabilitation 
5. Sheltered workshops 
6. Vocational counselling and guidance57F

5 
 
The following sub-chapters will give a short overview of the three cases and NGOs roles 

in providing forms of training and education for disadvantaged groups. 

Austria 
The first key area of action focused on in the Austrian case study demonstrated an evolving 

role in offering specialised educational programmes combined with social support services that 
reach people who are often excluded from traditional education and whose education is incom-
plete, such as refugees, migrants and generally individuals with low formal qualifications. One 
positive example is the Level Up – Adult Education initiative launched in 2011 through a col-
laboration between the Austrian government, regional authorities, and adult education experts 
and since provides literacy and basic skills courses, as well as preparatory programmes for 
obtaining a school-leaving. It includes 53 providers that offer courses under their framework. 

The historical underfunding and -development of adult basic education in Austria, com-
bined with the challenges posed by migration and the demands of the labour market, formed 
the basis for initiatives such as ‘Level Up’, which relies on NGOs to provide tailor-made edu-
cational solutions (Level Up - Erwachsenenbildung, 2024). Under ‘Level Up’ organisations 
receive funding for adult education activities. Since co-funded by European Social Fund (ESF) 
in 2015, the impact and reach of the measure could further be enhanced. One positive example 
under the ‘Level Up’ umbrella is the organisation ISOP which started in the 1990s as a small 
NGO with fewer than ten employees and is now offering German courses for migrants and has 
developed into a professional organisation with around 200 employees. And in 2024, around a 
third (17%) of all providers under ‘Level Up’ are based in the fields of migration and refugee 
assistance, with almost half of these organisations targeting women. Around 20 % of providers 
have a background in social work or youth social work. 

The involvement of NGOs in adult basic education in Austria has expanded considerably 
over the last decades due to national policy on the one side but also the influence of European 
funding, particularly through the ESF. NGOs have since proven to be important actors in meet-
ing the educational needs of vulnerable and marginalised groups, especially migrants, refugees 
or individuals with low formal education in Austria. Their capacity to combine educational 
programmes with social support services allows them to reach groups that are often hard to 

 
 

5  The discussed case studies in this paper focus on selection of these interventions as including all would 
necessitate a separate study 
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engage through traditional educational pathways and gives marginalised groups the opportunity 
of social networks and integration. 

Italy 
Italy remains to have one of the EU’s highest rates of youth not in employment, education 

or training (NEET), with nearly one in five youngsters not engaged in employment or education 
(Eurostat, 2024). Vocational training for NEETs outside the regular education system arose 
three to four decades ago from this persistent youth unemployment and their social exclusion 
in Italy. These training providers were organisations that focused on offering alternatives for 
young people who had problems in the regular education system, often developed by private 
organisations and NGOs with social mission, using diverse outreach mechanisms to better ad-
dress NEETs. 

Salesian VET centres in Italy emerged, providing secondary education that has managed 
to meet the needs of the various local labour markets while ensuring formal qualifications that 
demonstrate students' skills. The case study examined CNOS-FAP Federation, the National 
Centre of Salesian Works, part of Don Bosco Italia, a non-profit organisation specialising in 
vocational education and training services for disadvantaged youth (CNOS-FAP, 2024a). At 
the federation the structure and content of the training programmes are aligned with regional 
regulations, differing across Italy. Training pathways are tailored, address individual education 
needs and are available for vulnerable and disadvantaged learners. Data from the 63 vocational 
training centres of CNOS-FAP in 16 Italian regions underscores the success of the programme: 
In 2024, only 5.4% of their graduates remain NEET, while 41.9% have entered the labour mar-
ket and 51.2% will continue their training. Due to structured vocational training courses tailored 
to the needs of the labour market, active cooperation with employers through internships, con-
tinuous professional development of trainers and practical learning through internships and ap-
prenticeships the federation has been successfully integrated youth NEETs and many of them 
find employment with their internship employers, highlighting the effectiveness of the initiative 
(CNOS-FAP, 2024b). 

In this, VET centres have illustrated a structured and targeted approach to vocational train-
ing that ensures a smooth transition into employment or further education, an example of the 
potential of well-integrated, non-traditional education models to support vulnerable groups 
through customised training initiatives. 

Spain 
Due to lower welfare spending and less developed state-provided social services compared 

to other Western European countries, NGOs—particularly Work Integration Social Enterprises 
(WISEs)—have stepped in to address gaps in employability and social inclusion in Spain (Ga-
lera et al., 2022). WISEs provide education and training as well as social inclusion by employ-
ing individuals for up to three years, preparing them for transition into the mainstream labour 
market (Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2021). They often provide low-skilled jobs and pathways to recog-
nized vocational qualifications. 

They have played an increasingly important role in Spain’s labour market as enterprises 
hiring individuals out of social exclusion (Fundación Secretariado Gitano, 2024; Marhuenda-
Fluixá, 2018). They have shown to effectively combine structured and informal learning within 
practical work environments, providing hands-on training and personalized support that en-
hance both social cohesion and professional development. Their ability to tailor work-based 
learning to the needs of marginalised groups makes them a crucial bridge for inclusion of dis-
advantaged groups. 
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Through a hybrid model and being part of the social economy, WISEs generally integrate 
partial for-profit activities to enhance financial sustainability. Nonetheless, this dual role—
combining educational aims with economic sustainability—poses ongoing challenges (Palo-
mares-Montero et al., 2022). WISEs operate under social economy principles, often prioritising 
social goals, yet they must also remain competitive in a market-driven environment. This ten-
sion can place strain on their educational mission, especially when economic pressures take 
precedence. The funding landscape therefore remains unstable, with WISEs heavily reliant on 
(private and) public subsidies. 

One prominent example of a successful approach is ‘Acceder’, an employment programme 
concentrated on vocational training, job search and guidance under the Fundación Secretariado 
Gitano which employs three WISE (Fundación Secretariado Gitano, 2024). Acceder’s WISE 
concentrate on the Roma community, who face disproportionately high levels of unemployment 
and social exclusion and who are often overlooked by state-run programmes in Spain (Funda-
ción Secretariado Gitano, 2024). They have shown over the years, that an ability to deliver 
tailored work-based learning and in-company training, is key in addressing the needs of vul-
nerable populations and traditionally marginalised groups. 

Despite structural and financial constraints, social enterprises in Spain have shown that 
with their flexibility and proximity to vulnerable groups, they fill a gap in the integration of 
disadvantaged groups into vocational training and society. Moving forward, the sustainability 
and scalability of this will depend on continued policy support and funding, stronger cross-
sectoral partnerships, and a regulatory environment that facilitates training accreditation with-
out compromising mission integrity. 

5 Challenges and Potentials for NGOs in Training 
The study showed that in all three cases, initiatives helped bridge gaps in training provision 

for disadvantaged groups, a challenge that has grown over the last three decades due to increas-
ingly fragmented labour markets and the push for greater inclusivity in VET and adult educa-
tion. In this context, NGOs have, in many cases, become indispensable components of voca-
tional and adult education systems, even though NGOs’ contributions are often not formally 
recognised as vocational training. Which will be leading to the challenges (and potentials) pre-
sented for NGOs when trying to help close the education and training gap for disadvantaged 
learners in Europe. 

Non-profit organisations that provide training often cater to individuals who face barriers 
to accessing mainstream education and training. Unlike traditional VET providers, the case 
studies have shown that NGOs frequently adopt a more flexible and needs-based approach, 
tailoring their programmes to address the specific challenges of their target groups, with their 
training initiatives frequently leading to level 3 or 4 qualifications under ISCED and EQF, help-
ing participants gain recognized credentials that improve their employability. The initiatives in 
question have been particularly effective in integrating migrants and low-skilled workers into 
the labour market. 

Through an ability to build strong social networks they can connect with hard-to-reach 
groups, evident in the case of Austria and Spain where personalised contact plays a vital role in 
effective engagement. Similarly, the intervention in Italy of Salesian VET-centres demonstrated 
benefits of a decentralised model, with strategic distribution of the centres and addressing di-
verse regional challenges through tailored approaches in alignment with local needs. NGOs 
seem to have further potential in their adaptability, flexibility and responsiveness regarding 
challenges like migration flows or economic crisis. NGOs may also lower service costs by de-
veloping methodologies that rely on voluntary work. 

A capacity to act as intermediaries between disadvantaged jobseekers and employers will-
ing to offer training placements, seen in Italy, as well as public funders, private enterprises and 
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beneficiaries can give NGOs a unique role in bridging gaps and ensuring that resources and 
opportunities reach those most in need, seen in Austria. Spanish WISE initiatives exemplify 
this by combining training with social assistance, fostering social cohesion and inclusion. Sim-
ilarly, the Salesian model in Italy demonstrated how integrating vocational training with shared 
values and social support can create environments that promote both personal and professional 
growth. 

NGOs can act as drivers of innovation in education, developing tailored approaches to meet 
the specific needs of marginalised groups, seen in the Austrian case through possibilities in 
providing context-sensitive basic skills training, while hybrid models like WISE integrate non-
profit and for-profit activities to enhance financial sustainability. Which ultimately offers them 
resilience during (financial) crises, highlighting their ability to sustain operations and continue 
supporting vulnerable populations despite economic challenges. This adaptability, combined 
with organisational diversity and a commitment to shared values, underscores the vital role of 
NGOs in making education more accessible and inclusive, strengthening social cohesion, in-
fluencing labour market outcomes across Europe. 

However, challenges remain in issues like securing employer engagement and ensuring 
that training leads to sustainable employment opportunities and formal recognition, as voca-
tional training credentials are often enough not formally recognised. 

Regulatory complexities further restrict access to public funds, seen in the case of Spain. 
Funding can as well as being a potential quite certainly act as a challenge, with economic un-
certainty and shifts in e.g. reduced contributions through economic crises, a general instability 
and inefficiency in funding and demand for services is brought upon the nature of most NGOs 
depending on different funding agencies, being national or regional authorities as well as vol-
untary funders. If non-stable funding is at the core, competition is made harder especially with 
larger and public institutions. To ensure equitable funding access and establishing strong col-
laboration to secure long-term viability are therefore a re-occurring concern for most (smaller) 
non-traditional training providers in the realm of non-profit organisations. 

6 Conclusion 
The paper took on the topic of non-traditional training providers in the case of NGOs and 

their potential to aid close the gap in delivering vocational training and educational activities in 
Europe (exemplary in Austria, Italy and Spain) for disadvantaged groups. It became visible that 
NGOs have emerged as a small yet significant actor in promoting inclusion and integration 
playing however a relatively minor role when looked at the provision of education and training 
in Europe, particularly in comparison to employers. NGOs can address social and educational 
inequalities that are often difficult to support for other providers, shown through the case study 
examples as well as good practice examples drawn from the SIM database. 
In some European countries, NGOs have become indispensable providers of initial vocational 
training, continuing education, and adult learning, particularly for groups with displacement or 
migration background (especially seen in the case of Spain and Austria). This role has grown 
in significance, with some NGOs even offering formal VET qualifications in certain contexts 
(seen in Italians VET centres provided by Salesians). Their influence is expected to continue 
increasing, provided public funding for social and employment policies remains stable. The 
Spanish case highlights NGOs’ vital role in the national VET landscape, shifting from social 
support to formal vocational training that combines skill development with work experience. 
These developments have blurred the boundaries between formal and non-formal VET, as well 
as between publicly and privately organised provision, contributing to the overall ‘opening up’ 
of vocational education and training systems (Cedefop, 2020b; Eigenmann et al., 2021). Fur-
thermore, NGO’s specific approach to education has provided an innovative impetus for the 
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mainstream school system. For instance, the flexibility, personalisation, and practical skills ac-
quisition emphasised by WISE have been adopted by other VET providers in Spain. 

7 Limitations and Outlook 
While given research around this paper provides valuable insights into the role of NGOs 

in VET and education and training programmes, several limitations must be acknowledged. 
The availability of data varies across countries, making cross-national comparisons challenging 
and no possibility of a systematic overview. Additionally, the effectiveness of NGO-led training 
programmes is often difficult to measure due to differences in evaluation methods and reporting 
standards. Further research is needed to assess the long-term employment outcomes of partici-
pants and to explore how NGO-led training can be better integrated into national VET policies. 
Despite these limitations, the study highlights the growing importance of NGOs in delivering 
inclusive and flexible vocational education, underscoring the need for continued policy support. 

NGOs have become increasingly important players in the European VET landscape, par-
ticularly in supporting socially disadvantaged groups. Their ability to offer flexible, tailored 
training programmes has made them valuable partners in addressing skills gaps and labour mar-
ket challenges. However, financial instability, regulatory barriers, and difficulties in employer 
cooperation remain key obstacles. As Europe faces ongoing economic and technological shifts, 
NGOs will continue to play a critical role in vocational education, but their long-term impact 
will depend on policy support, sustainable funding, and stronger inclusion into national quali-
fication frameworks. 

To address these limitations, future research could explore how a more systematic and 
comprehensive overview of NGO involvement in vocational education and training in Europe 
can be achieved. This includes exploring what additional resources are needed to improve data 
collection on NGO-led VET programmes, particularly in a wider range of European countries 
and especially Eastern European. It might be crucial to explore how cross-country data collec-
tion can be improved to mitigate national limitations. Finally, continuous focus on innovative 
practices such as training provided through non-profit organisations could further enhance 
long-term impacts, find solutions to said challenges and help integrate the most marginalised 
not only into the labour market but into European society. 
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Abstract 
Context: Initial Vocational Education and Training (IVET) and Continuing Vocational Educa-
tion and Training (CVET) are useful ways to categorise vocational education and training 
(VET) in many countries, helpful to identify the purpose and appropriateness of different pro-
grammes for different types of learners. This paper aims to consider whether the IVET and 
CVET distinctions are useful in England, both in terms of policy implementation and political 
rhetoric, and what lessons that might hold for a range of countries. 
Approach: The paper uses a triangulation approach, bringing together government data and 
reports on the design and implementation of the policy, political rhetoric from Education and 
Skills Ministers, and interviews with staff supporting the recruitment of degree apprentices in 
two universities. This approach allows for the mapping of apprenticeships in England to inter-
national IVET and CVET definitions, in terms of delivery and political rhetoric. 
Findings: We find that apprenticeships in England in general can be mapped to either IVET or 
CVET. The political rhetoric around apprenticeships has considered them to be IVET at their 
core. The interviews suggest that individuals recruiting and supporting apprentices focus their 
activities on young people, as though IVET was the main focus, but find that apprentices are a 
range of ages with different prior qualifications and levels of work experience. 
Conclusion: Although the delivery and implementation of apprenticeships in England is rele-
vant to both IVET and CVET, the political rhetoric and societal perception of apprenticeships 
is that they are solely for young people and fit the definition of IVET. This creates a mismatch 
whereby some young people and adults could be missing on apprenticeships, while some ap-
prentices may not be getting all the support they need, e.g. due to age. It highlights the im-
portance of being clear on the purpose of apprenticeships for all countries. 

Keywords 
apprenticeships, vocational education and training, initial vocational education and training, 
continuing vocational education and training 

1 Introduction 
Apprenticeships in most countries are considered to be initial vocational education and training 
(IVET) as they enable young people to transition in the labour market by developing work-
relevant skills. Continuing vocational education and training (CVET) is considered to be of 
shorter duration and intended for adults to upskill or reskill (Cedefop, 2023). However, in Eng-
land the prevailing perception is that apprenticeships are IVET, while the actual delivery of 
apprenticeships tends towards CVET. However, if the delivery of English apprenticeships is 
predominantly CVET, it follows that there is insufficient work-based learning at IVET. This 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 465 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

paper explores this contrasting narrative and delivery of apprenticeships in England. It asks to 
what extent apprenticeships in England are IVET or CVET, and what this means for the future 
development of apprenticeships in England and elsewhere if IVET and CVET definitions are 
blurring. Our exploration contributes to the debate around the purpose and delivery of appren-
ticeships in England since policy changes over the past decade, through the lens of IVET and 
CVET. 

1.1 IVET and CVET 
Different provision for young people and adults to develop work-relevant skills known as 

IVET and CVET exists in many European countries (Cedefop, 2023). Whilst initially strict 
boundaries that developed as part of social democratic post-war consensus have blurred over 
time, IVET is generally considered to be vocational education and training (VET) for those 
without work experience, or at least without relevant work experience, while CVET is VET for 
adults and those who have entered the labour market (Cedefop & Tissot, 2014). Definitions can 
be summarised as follows: 

Table 4 
Distinctions Between IVET and CVET  

Distinction IVET CVET 
Age Young (usually under 18) Adult (usually over 18) 
Qualification Full qualifications Partial qualifications 
Funding State Employer or individual 
Provider Public/state schools/colleges Private schools/colleges/providers 
Work experience Prior to working life During working life 
Type of learning (as 
defined by UNESCO, 
2009) 

Formal Formal or informal 

Purpose Entry to working life Improve or update knowledge or skills 
(upskilling); acquire new skills for a 
move to a different job or career in a dif-
ferent field (reskilling); personal and 
professional development 

Note. Adapted from Cedefop (2023) 

As shown above, the related concepts of ‘reskilling’ and ‘upskilling’ remain exclusively a 
pursuit for adults, as CVET. Other disciplines use other definitions for types of education and 
training, but they can be broadly mapped to IVET and CVET. For example, in human capital 
theory (Becker, 1993), general education is principally for young people and could include 
some elements of IVET, while specific training relates to a particular job role for a particular 
employer (Acemoglu and Pischke, 1999), covering some IVET but mainly CVET. 

England, like other English-speaking countries (e.g. Australia as detailed in Circelli and 
Stanwick, 2020), does not have strict boundaries between IVET and CVET (Winch, 2013). In 
England, there is a greater focus on language like ‘upskilling’ and ‘reskilling’ for adult VET, 
while most VET for young people is considered to be IVET, and is mostly classroom based, 
for example T-Levels, a technical qualification specifically for 16–18-year-olds. Apprentice-
ships, however, sit outside of these definitions. 

1.2 Perceptions of English Apprenticeships 
In England, apprenticeships are typically defined by government as “a job that requires 

substantial and sustained training” (BIS, 2013, p.9) or “a real job where individuals earn while 
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they learn and gain valuable skills and knowledge tailored to a specific role” (IfATE, 2024). 
These definitions do not specify an age or work experience level and fulfil Becker’s notion of 
specific training. Similarly, these definitions would fit either upskilling or reskilling and could 
be either IVET or CVET. 

However, the cultural understanding of apprenticeships is different. For example, an influ-
ential policy report recently defined an apprenticeship as solely being for young people: “The 
central concept of an apprenticeship is to introduce young people to the world of work, with 
suitable training and apprenticeship” (Layard et al., 2023). Similarly, Winch et al. (2024) de-
scribes apprenticeship in the following way: 

Apprenticeship... is a form of initial vocational education based on the learner (the 
apprentice) as a junior employee. It serves as part of the transition from compulsory 
schooling to adulthood through a lengthy structured introduction, not just to the tech-
niques required in an occupation, but also to a broader occupational competence. 
(Winch et al., 2024 p2) 

Both these well-regarded papers highlight the role of apprenticeships specifically for young 
people entering the workplace for the first time. So, whilst government is clearly neutral in 
positioning apprenticeships as either IVET or CVET, cultural expectations, as described above 
often consider apprenticeships in England to be IVET. 

2 Research Questions 
This paper uses the definitions of IVET and CVET as different types of vocational educa-

tion and training with different purposes to reflect on the current policy development of English 
apprenticeships. This framework allows us to look beyond simply age or level of apprentice-
ships as individual factors and consider the system as a whole. Other framings for apprentice-
ships include the expansive-restrictive continuum (Fuller and Unwin, 2003), which is compre-
hensive but focuses more on the content and delivery of the apprenticeship than the system and 
the perceptions of the system, which are the focus here. 

The research questions are: 
 

• To what extent can English apprenticeships be defined as IVET or CVET? 
• To what extent does this align with the political and societal narratives about and percep-

tions of apprenticeships in England? 
• How does this relate beyond the English context? 

3 Method 
The approach to this policy analysis is to triangulate information from government documen-
tation about apprenticeships since 2012, speeches by government ministers and related inde-
pendent policy reports, and interviews with individuals involved in designing and delivering 
degree apprenticeships. The year 2012 was chosen as the earliest date for government docu-
mentation as three key documents were published in that year that led to a significant response 
from the government (BIS, 2013) with a raft of policy changes. These are – a Select Committee 
Report scrutinising the delivery of apprenticeships (BIS, 2012), an independent review under-
taken for government by a businessman, Doug Richard (“The Richard Review”, 2012) and a 
report from the government body tasked with assessing value for money (National Audit Office, 
2012). Further documents relating to policy changes were reviewed, with additional changes in 
2015 that build on the new system, then more recent smaller amendments since 2022. The sys-
tem which currently exists has been in operation since 2017, with only minor changes made. 
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We reviewed speeches by government ministers about apprenticeships from 2013 onwards. 
There has been significant turnover in Education Secretaries since 2012, with 11 individuals 
having held the post between 2010 and 2025. In 2022 alone there were five different Education 
Secretaries. Each Education Secretary has a Minister responsible for Skills, although the re-
sponsibilities for that Minister have differed since 2012. In that vein, we have focused on 
speeches from the most prominent holders of either the Education Secretary or Skills Minister 
role from 2012 until 2025. 

Interviews with individuals at two universities working on outreach, recruitment and policy 
for degree apprenticeships were also included in the triangulation methodology. Both universi-
ties have high numbers of degree apprenticeships but differ in terms of overall student numbers, 
location, and number of courses offered. These online interviews took place in autumn and 
winter of 2023/4, following ethical guidelines (BERA, 2024). Interviews took place online and 
were recorded and transcribed. In total, nine interviews took place--seven with university staff 
and two with relevant policy makers. The interviews included questions on the perceptions of 
degree apprenticeships amongst young people and their parents, engagement with employers 
for recruitment, and with schools for outreach. 

Additionally, we reviewed secondary data analysis of publicly available data (DfE, 2025) 
on apprenticeship starts by age, subject, and level, and government reports on apprenticeships, 
particularly the biannual survey of apprentices and employers (e.g. IFF Research, 2022). 

We analysed all these sources comparatively, with reference to the IVET and CVET frame-
works set out in Table 1. In particular, we compared perceptions and political statements about 
apprenticeships with the actual implementation of the apprenticeship system. First, we summa-
rised evidence from the government documents and figures about apprenticeship delivery and 
mapped to IVET and CVET distinctions. Then, we considered the mapping in the context of 
political speeches and perceptions, to identify any divergence. Finally, we reflected on how this 
might create challenges for politicians, individuals, and society. 

4 Findings 
Since the full implementation of the apprenticeship reforms in 2017, three key phenomena 

have occurred. Firstly, the total number of individuals completing apprenticeships has fallen, 
both because the number participating in apprenticeships overall has fallen, and because com-
pletion rates decreased. Secondly, adults are increasingly taking higher level apprenticeships. 
Lastly, the number of 16–18-year-olds taking entry level apprenticeships has dramatically re-
duced (DfE, 2025). Apprenticeships must be offered by employers, so we can infer that some 
of these changes are a result of changes in the labour market. We surmise that, on the part of 
employers, these changes reflect growing demand for higher level skills in those with prior 
work experience and falling demand young people to be trained to complete lower skilled roles. 
In Table 2, we map this new characterisation of apprenticeships against the definitions of IVET 
and CVET. 

This mapping highlights that apprenticeships could be categorised as either IVET or CVET 
in most cases, although for some roles and in some circumstances, having work experience is 
beneficial, making CVET the most appropriate category in those cases. Whether a specific ap-
prenticeship in England is IVET or CVET can be decided by the employer offering that appren-
ticeship. This variation in apprenticeship makes it difficult to understand for prospective ap-
prentices and their families, and difficult to describe for politicians. 
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Table 5 
Mapping English Apprenticeships to IVET and CVET  

Distinction IVET CVET English Apprenticeships 
Age Young (usually under 18) Adult (usually over 18) Any age 

Qualification Full qualifications Partial qualifications Either no or full qualifica-
tions 

Funding State Employer or individual Employer and state 

Provider Public/state schools/col-
leges 

Private schools/col-
leges/providers 

Any approved apprentice-
ship provider 

Work experi-
ence Prior to working life During working life Best for those with work 

experience 
Type of learn-
ing Formal Formal or informal Formal and informal 

Purpose Entry to working life 

Improve or update 
knowledge or skills (up-
skilling); acquire new skills 
for a move to a different job 
or career in a different field 
(reskilling); personal and 
professional development 

Training for a specific job – 
could be entry to work-
force, upskilling or re-
skilling 

Note. Adapted from Cedefop (2023) in Table 1. 

4.1 Political Rhetoric Around Apprenticeships 
The political rhetoric around apprenticeships, has a common theme that they are most suit-

able for young people to effectively transition into the world of work. Politicians, in their aspi-
ration to bring parity of esteem to vocational education, can be found to speak to the value of 
apprenticeships for young people. For example, Robert Halfon, Skills Minister in a previous 
Conservative government frequently used the phrase “ladder of opportunity” when speaking 
about apprenticeships, and said in 2023: 

To every young person I meet my message is that no matter who you are, or where 
you’re from, or whatever career you want to do, an apprenticeship will open doors for 
you. (Halfon, 2023, para.11) 

Commenting that apprenticeships can open doors and that there is a ladder of opportunity 
takes this beyond a simple reference to age towards an understanding of apprenticeships as 
IVET. The notion that an apprenticeship can take individuals on a journey is not necessarily 
only relevant to IVET but the reference to age means it has most relevance for those with limited 
prior work experience who are undertaking an apprenticeship as a transition into the workplace 
for the first time. 

The Labour government elected in 2024 have also given speeches promising to address 
challenges that young people face in accessing apprenticeships, although in relation to a new 
form of apprenticeship, the Foundation Apprenticeship. Skills Minister Baroness Jacqui Smith 
said in 2024 when speaking about the new policy: 

Too many young people, who have the most to gain from apprenticeships, have been 
locked out of accessing these opportunities. (Smith, 2024, para.46) 

There has been additional messaging from both recent governments that focus on the value 
to employers of apprenticeships (see Pullen, 2025). Overall, there is very little to be found in 
politician’s speeches that actively encourages adults to consider apprenticeships. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 469 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

4.2 Perceptions of Apprenticeships by Recruitment Staff 
Apprenticeships at higher levels, particularly degree apprenticeships, have been a key part 

of the reforms that were fully implemented in 2017. From 2015, degree apprenticeships were 
available and now around 100 universities in England offer them (as of 2023, see McLaughlin, 
2023). Staff in outreach and recruitment in universities had previously focused mostly on en-
couraging individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds to apply to university as part of efforts 
to widen participation (McCaig and Squire, 2022) and recruiting 18- or 19-year-olds who would 
attend university full-time for three years before moving into the workforce or further study. 
The staff we interviewed had also been tasked with outreach and recruitment for degree ap-
prenticeships that were being offered by the universities. Both universities take a higher pro-
portion of students from disadvantaged backgrounds than elite institutions and have less strict 
entry requirements. 

The staff described a situation where they usually give talks on higher education to schools 
with a range of pupils and around average results, as well as at Sixth Form and Further Educa-
tion Colleges where students are more likely to study vocational or mixed programmes than 
purely academic courses. Regarding degree apprenticeships, they reported being asked to speak 
to high achieving students from more privileged backgrounds in schools they had not visited 
before. At higher education fairs, that bring together a range of post-18 options in one place 
and invite a range of local schools and colleges, they had been asked questions about degree 
apprenticeships from students at fee-paying schools, who were not interested in the full-time 
undergraduate programmes. Despite this situation, where individuals from higher socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds and higher attaining academic programmes were interested in degree ap-
prenticeships, the outreach and recruitment staff found it more difficult to encourage those from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds to consider a degree apprenticeship. One staff member de-
scribed their experience: 

For a lot of working-class families, you know that I'd speak to the mums and dads and 
they're like, oh, yeah, but, you know, they want them to go to university. They see that 
as their way out of poverty or their way out. But actually, a degree apprenticeship is 
also a way through and a way out. But they don’t see that at all. No, no, no. That's like 
the YTS scheme [government scheme from the 1980s associated with poor levels of 
training for young people]. And that's back in the day. They're not seeing it now or 
how it's changed and moved on. (outreach staff member) 

Regardless of the socio-economic backgrounds, the perception of apprenticeships is as the 
next step at age 18 to help transition into the workforce. Unfortunately, none of the outreach or 
recruitment was for adults, it all took place in schools or fairs for young people and was all 
delivered by the university. The staff reported that some employers asked for support in recruit-
ing degree apprenticeships, but mainly administrative support and a final check to ensure that 
individuals would be capable of completing the relevant degree. Some employers wanted to 
target individuals from particular backgrounds, to help ensure their workforce was representa-
tive of the local population but spoke to the universities for support in outreach to local schools 
and colleges. 

4.3 Apprentices on Programme 
During their degree apprenticeship, which for both universities included individuals from 

age 18 to well into their 40s and 50s, apprentices are offered support, similarly to full-time 
students. In many cases, the staff reported that they didn’t use the support, partly because they 
saw themselves predominantly as workers, understandably given they spend on average 4 days 
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out of 5 at work, rather than students. They also highlighted that the different ages mean ap-
prentices had different priorities. One staff member said: 

A lot of students are more mature, they've got lives and they've got commitments, 
responsibilities, they've got kids at dance camps, they do their work from community 
centres…they probably feel that they live in their workplace and the university is sec-
ondary to that and so therefore access to things like support systems or just tapping 
into knowing where to go and ask for support, I think all that is much harder. (outreach 
staff member) 

The staff also told us that some apprentices, particularly the adults, did not often use the 
word ‘apprentice’ to describe themselves. Instead, they talked about receiving training whilst 
in a specific job. 

5 Conclusions 
In theory, it should not matter whether an apprenticeship is considered IVET or CVET. In 

practice, to make sure that providers target appropriate applicants, that apprentices are well-
provided for in an appropriate way, and to have an appropriate societal understanding of ap-
prenticeships, it is important to be able to characterise apprenticeships as IVET or CVET. The 
findings show that there is confusion about the purpose of apprenticeships in England and 
whether they are IVET or CVET. The political rhetoric and societal understanding mostly see 
apprenticeships as IVET, while providers are designed to target younger people for recruitment 
and provide relevant services for young people, so again mostly IVET in characterisation. How-
ever, the delivery of apprenticeships in England is rather different, and at times most relevant 
to a CVET characterisation. This confusion of messaging and implementation of apprentice-
ships can lead to both young people and adults missing out, as they do not consider apprentice-
ships to be for them. It can also mean that some adults in apprenticeships do not receive the 
support they need as it is not designed to be appropriate for adults. 

There are some changes underway, in that the current government is explicitly creating 
apprenticeships designed for young people under the banner of Foundation Apprenticeships, a 
form of apprenticeships which functions in Scotland (SDS, 2025). Developing a new policy 
specifically for young people to better access apprenticeships requires both a recognition that 
the 2017 reforms have not provided sufficient opportunities for young people to undertake ap-
prenticeships, and a view that apprenticeships should be for young people in the main. This is 
arguably an admission that although apprenticeships have been a successful form of CVET they 
should be focused more on young people and IVET. 

Reflections on this misalignment for the wider apprenticeship community is important for 
full understanding of the existing societal perception of an apprenticeship. Consequently, we 
can attempt to either design a programme which fits that perception or actively seek to change 
the perception to fit the design of a new policy. The challenge with the IVET-CVET misalign-
ment in England is that although the policy has been changed to better reflect the definitions of 
CVET, the political rhetoric has maintained that apprenticeships are and should be IVET. The 
development of Foundation Apprenticeships could be seen as a recognition of the disconnection 
in policy and practice, and an attempt to align them. 
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Abstract 
Context: Student dropout in Vocational Education and Training (VET) in Spain has become a 
pressing issue, influencing both education policies and socio-economic strategies. The increas-
ing relevance of VET within the education system, alongside its role in addressing educational 
challenges and fostering economic and social development, has made dropout prevention a key 
priority. Despite ongoing efforts, dropout rates remain particularly high in Basic and Interme-
diate VET, requiring a comprehensive analysis of the factors contributing to dropout. 
Methods: This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative analysis of 
student progression data from national education statistics with qualitative insights gathered 
through expert focus groups. Statistical tracking of dropout trends over four academic years 
provides an in-depth understanding of territorial disparities and influencing factors, while focus 
groups explore the underlying causes of dropout and potential intervention strategies. 
Results: Findings indicate that prior educational pathways, socio-economic background, and 
the characteristics of the VET system significantly influence dropout rates. Regional differ-
ences are apparent, with higher dropout rates in areas characterised by lower academic achieve-
ment and a more precarious labour market. Additionally, guidance deficiencies and limited ed-
ucational support services contribute to student disengagement. 

 
 

1  This study was conducted by the Laboratory of Research and Innovation in Vocational Education and Train-
ing at the University of the Balearic Islands in collaboration with CaixaBank Dualiza's Knowledge and In-
novation Center. 
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Conclusions: The study highlights the need for targeted policies in four key areas: enhancing 
VET organisation, improving academic and career guidance, implementing socio-educational 
support mechanisms, and strengthening socio-economic interventions. These measures aim to 
improve student retention and align VET pathways with both individual aspirations and labour 
market demands. 

Keywords 
vocational education and training, dropout, educational inequality, VET system, prevention 
strategies 

1 Introduction 
The issue of dropout rates and academic performance in Vocational Education and Train-

ing (VET) in Spain has gained increasing political and social relevance. This growing attention 
is largely due to the expanding role of VET within the education and training system and its 
strategic importance in addressing educational challenges as well as contributing to the coun-
try’s economic and social development. The strategic significance of VET in tackling these 
challenges is formally recognised in Organic Law 3/2022, of 31 March, on the regulation and 
integration of vocational education and training. This legislation highlights VET’s role in re-
ducing high rates of Early Leaving from Education and Training (ELET), youth unemployment, 
and the proportion of young people who are neither in employment nor in education or training 
(NEETs). Additionally, it underscores VET’s contribution to increasing the proportion of the 
population with intermediate-level qualifications. The law also emphasises VET’s role in en-
suring that education and training provision aligns more closely with labour market demands, 
particularly in response to the green and digital transitions and demographic shifts. 

Ensuring the quality and effectiveness of the VET system is essential for it to fulfil this 
strategic function. In this regard, the Organic Law 3/2022 adopts the European Quality Assur-
ance in Vocational Education and Training (EQUAVET) framework, as established by the 
Council of the European Union (2020). Within this framework, academic performance and 
dropout rates are recognised as key indicators of VET quality. Specifically, the completion rate 
of VET programmes—measured as the ratio of students who successfully complete their train-
ing to those who drop out—is identified as a core benchmark for evaluating system perfor-
mance. In this paper, we present the findings of Dropping Out of Vocational Education and 
Training in Spain: Diagnosis and Proposals for Improvement (Salvà-Mut et al., 2024), a pio-
neering study in Spain that analyses statistical data on the academic progression of VET stu-
dents. This study offers a holistic analysis of the current situation and the main influencing 
factors. Understanding the issues related to academic performance and dropout rates in Spanish 
VET provides a stronger foundation for improving student achievement and reducing dropout 
rates through evidence-based guidance and recommendations. 

Specifically, the research seeks to answer the following questions: 
 

1. What are the trends and territorial differences in VET dropout rates in Spain across different 
educational levels? 

2. What explanatory factors, identified through statistical indicators and focus groups, influ-
ence dropout rates in Vocational Education and Training in Spain? 

3. What strategies and policies can help prevent dropout in Vocational Education and Train-
ing? 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
Dropout process is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon influenced by individual, 

institutional, and contextual factors (Cedefop, 2016; Rumberger, 2011; Salvà-Mut et al., 2014). 
Research highlights the multitude of factors that shape students’ decisions to leave, both before 
entering VET and during their training (Böhn & Deutscher, 2022; Bosset et al., 2022; Findeisen 
et al., 2022). The following sections summarise the key findings from studies on the factors 
influencing dropout in VET. 

2.1 Individual and Family-Related Factors 
Students’ prior educational experiences play a crucial role in their likelihood of dropping 

out. Negative schooling experiences, low academic performance, and grade repetition under-
mine students’ confidence in their educational abilities (Elffers, 2013; Nielsen, 2016). Low 
motivation and a lack of trust in the educational system can result in disengagement from train-
ing programmes (Cerdà-Navarro et al., 2019; Nielsen & Tanggaard, 2015). 

Emotional well-being is also a strong predictor of dropout. Factors such as emotional in-
stability, substance use, and low self-efficacy impact students' ability to adapt and seek support 
(Aarkrog et al., 2018; Bunting et al., 2017). Moreover, family socio-economic status signifi-
cantly influences dropout risk. Low parental education levels, financial difficulties, and a lack 
of family support increase the likelihood of leaving education prematurely (Dæhlen, 2017; 
Michaelis & Richter, 2022). 

Students from migrant backgrounds are at greater risk of dropping out due to economic 
hardship, limited family support, and challenges in adapting to the educational environment 
(Cerdà-Navarro et al., 2022; de Graaf & van Zenderen, 2013). Gender also plays a key role: 
male students are more likely to leave education due to prior academic difficulties, whereas 
female students often face additional challenges related to childcare and family responsibilities 
(Cedefop, 2016; Olmos Rueda et al., 2020). 

2.2 Educational Organisation-Related Factors 
The way students choose their vocational training significantly impacts retention. Deci-

sions based on a lack of alternatives or external pressure increase the risk of dropout (Cerdà-
Navarro et al., 2019). In addition, inadequate academic and career guidance can lead to unreal-
istic expectations and demotivation (Pérez-Benavent, 2016; Psifidou et al., 2021). 

The quality of training is another crucial factor. A poor match between students' interests 
and their chosen programme increases the risk of dropout (Bosset et al., 2022; Krötz & 
Deutscher, 2022). Conversely, perceiving training as relevant and useful encourages students 
to continue their studies (Findeisen et al., 2022). Student-teacher relationships also play a fun-
damental role. Supportive and trusting relationships with teachers enhance motivation and fos-
ter a sense of belonging, which in turn reduces dropout intentions (Schmid & Haukedal, 2022; 
Van Houtte & Demanet, 2015). 

Pedagogical approaches further influence dropout rates. Overly theoretical teaching meth-
ods can be a barrier, especially for students with prior academic difficulties (Lyngsnes & Ris-
mark, 2018). In contrast, practical, labour-market-oriented learning supports student engage-
ment and retention (Dubeau et al., 2017; Schmid et al., 2021). 

2.3 Labour Market-Related Factors 
The characteristics of local labour markets and the employment opportunities available to 

young and/or low-skilled workers can impact VET dropout rates (Cedefop, 2016). In this re-
gard, the Spanish labour market—particularly in tourist areas—has traditionally provided op-
portunities for individuals with low levels of formal education, attracting young people with 
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limited motivation to continue their studies (Adame-Obrador & Salvà-Mut, 2010, Salvà-Mut et 
al., 2020). However, unfavourable labour market conditions, such as low wages, job instability, 
long working hours, and difficulties in securing employment, may discourage young people 
from pursuing vocational training, either leading them to drop out or seek alternative educa-
tional pathways that offer better career prospects (Böhn & Deutscher, 2022; Bosset et al., 2022; 
Cedefop, 2016; de Graaf & van Zenderen, 2013; Tønder & Aspøy, 2017; Pérez Benavent, 2016; 
Psifidou et al., 2021).Conversely, regions with low unemployment rates, fewer workers in ele-
mentary occupations and the service sector, and higher employment in the industrial sector tend 
to exhibit lower VET dropout rates (Salvà-Mut et al., 2020). 

3 Methods and Sample 
To address the research questions, the study was carried out using both quantitative and 

qualitative approaches to address the research questions. The quantitative part is based on sta-
tistical tracking of students enrolled in VET across three levels: Basic VET, Intermediate VET, 
and Higher VET. It uses the Statistics on the educational follow-up and academic performance 
of students entering vocational training (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2022), 
based on individualised student records and pathways followed over four academic years. The 
initial cohort includes new entrants from the 2016-17 academic year, with tracking continued 
through to the 2019-20 academic year. 

Following this, a statistical analysis was conducted to explore explanatory factors through 
VET level and regional-based perspective. To supplement this data, discussion groups with 
experts, trainers, and stakeholders provided further insights into regional characteristics and 
differences across educational levels, particularly in the basic and intermediate VET where 
dropout rates are highest, facilitating targeted proposals for dropout prevention. A total of four 
focus groups were organised: two at the territorial level (regions with the highest and lowest 
dropout rates) and two based on educational levels (Basic and Intermediate VET). 

4 Results 
The results are structured across four sections, each addressing key dimensions of dropout 

in VET. Section 4.1 examines dropout trends by educational level and region, highlighting dis-
parities in completion rates. Section 4.2 explores quantitative influencing factors, linking drop-
out to territorial education indicators and labour market conditions. Section 4.3 provides a qual-
itative perspective, identifying influencing factors through focus group insights. Finally, Sec-
tion 4.4 outlines policy recommendations aimed at improving retention by addressing institu-
tional, academic, and socio-economic challenges. 

4.1 Dropout Trends: An Analysis Based on Educational and Territorial Level 
In general terms, dropout is particularly high in Basic and Intermediate VET (41.7% and 

30.7% respectively after four years), while in Higher VET it is significantly lower (18.8%). 
This trend is maintained in all the years studied. The first year is crucial at all levels: in Higher 
VET because dropout stabilises after the first year, and in Basic and Intermediate VET due to 
high initial dropout rates. These patterns coincide with the literature and reflect a structural 
problem in the Spanish education system: the shortage of population with intermediate educa-
tional levels and a high percentage with low qualifications. 

The analysis by gender shows lower dropout rates among women across all courses and 
VET levels, except for the first year in Basic VET where the dropout rate is 0.4 percentage 
points higher than that of men. The differences are more pronounced and increase to a greater 
extent in Intermediate and High VET. 
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Furthermore, men drop out more in training courses with a degree of feminisation above 
85%, while women have higher dropout rates in training courses with masculinisation above 
85%. This reinforces the hypothesis that permanence in VET is not only determined by gender, 
but also by the training modality and the context of socialisation within each speciality. 

In terms of nationality, foreign students have lower graduation rates at all levels of VET. 
These differences are less marked in Basic VET and more significant in Intermediate and High 
VET. 

Graphic 1 
Students by Educational Situation and VET Level (2016-17 to 2019-20) 

 
Note. Own elaboration based on Statistics on the educational follow-up and academic performance of students 
entering vocational training (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2022). 

Graphic 2 
Graduated Students By VET Level and Nationality 

 
Note. Own elaboration based on Statistics on the educational follow-up and academic performance of students 
entering vocational training (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2022). 

The qualification gap between Spanish and foreign students is smallest in the lowest level 
of VET and largest in the highest level. Foreign students are more concentrated in lower levels, 
where academic entry requirements are less demanding, and their participation decreases as 
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these requirements increase. This gap widens over time, especially in intermediate VET. For-
eign students who do not qualify within the standard period are less likely to do so later than 
their Spanish peers. These findings highlight the need for targeted support to foreign students 
to improve completion rates and ensure educational continuity through educational reinforce-
ment measures and joint work between training centres, families and available social care re-
sources. 

Dropout rates show significant disparities across different regions, with the common fea-
ture being that, in all cases and without exception, the general trend observed in the analysis of 
dropout rates by educational level is present: dropout is higher at lower levels of vocational 
education and, conversely, lower at higher levels. Therefore, in all regions, dropout rates in 
Basic VET are higher than those in Intermediate VET, and these, in turn, are higher than those 
in High VET. 

To deepen the study of the territorial dimension of dropout at the two educational levels 
where it is most prevalent, the data have been analysed based on the concept of early dropout 
from VET which refers to dropout occurring at Basic and Intermediate VET levels. 

The K-Means cluster analysis using the Ward method with the dropout data from Basic 
and Intermediate VET has allowed us to classify the Spanish regions or Autonomous Commu-
nities according to their degree of dropout: (a) those with the highest dropout (Canary Islands, 
Madrid, and Asturias); (b) those with the lowest dropout (Basque Country, Galicia, Navarre, 
and Extremadura); and (c) those in an intermediate situation (Aragon, Andalusia, Cantabria, 
Castilla-La Mancha, Castile and León, Valencian Community, Balearic Islands, La Rioja). 

Graphic 3 
Clusters of Autonomous Communities with Dropout Data from Basic and Intermediate VET 

 
Note. Own elaboration based on Statistics on the educational follow-up and academic performance of students 
entering vocational training (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2022). 

4.2 Influencing Factors of Dropout in Spanish VET From A Quantitative Approach 
The analysis of dropout factors in VET based on available territorial statistical indicators 

(regions and autonomous cities) provides empirical evidence on the relationship between the 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 478 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

education and training system, labour market characteristics, and dropout rates across VET lev-
els. 

In general, indicator correlations are more significant in Basic and Intermediate VET, shar-
ing directionality and strength, while Higher VET shows fewer significant correlations, partic-
ularly concerning female dropout rates. Regions with higher VET dropout rates also exhibit 
poorer educational outcomes in compulsory education. Dropout is higher across all VET levels 
in areas with lower secondary education completion rates, greater academic delay, and higher 
participation in High VET. These findings align with previous research on educational path-
ways before VET enrolment (Böhn & Deutcher, 2022; Bosset et al., 2022), adding a territorial 
dimension to the understanding of inequalities in VET dropout in Spain. 

Regarding labour market factors, higher employment in the service sector correlates with 
increased dropout across all VET levels, linked to a deregulated labour market with abundant 
low-skilled jobs (Cedefop, 2016; Salvà-Mut et al., 2020). Similarly, high youth unemployment 
and the percentage of young people not in employment, education, or training (NEETs) are 
associated with dropout, as returning to education in times of economic crisis does not neces-
sarily lead to graduation due to system inadequacies (Salvà-Mut et al., 2018). 

Conversely, lower dropout rates are linked to higher prior academic achievement. In the 
labour market, a higher proportion of industrial employment is associated with lower dropout 
rates, likely due to its greater regulation and higher qualification requirements (Cedefop, 2016; 
Salvà-Mut et al., 2020). 

These findings enhance the understanding of territorial factors influencing VET dropout. 
The multidimensional and processual nature of dropout identified at the individual level is also 
exposed in the territorial analysis. The interrelations between contributing and protective fac-
tors are complex and dynamic, reflecting broader educational trends: territories with stronger 
academic performance experience lower dropout rates, while those with weaker educational 
outcomes show higher dropout rates in VET. 

4.3  Influencing Factors of Dropout in Spanish VET From A Qualitative Approach 
In this section, the contributions made in the focus groups are summarised, while being 

complemented by a review of the literature developed for the preparation of this research. 
Regarding the explanatory factors associated with higher dropout rates, the findings high-

light the profile of students in VET, characterised by educational vulnerability (previous edu-
cational trajectories marked by low academic performance), social vulnerability (immigration, 
complex family situations, disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds, lack of family support), 
and personal vulnerability (emotional health issues, behavioural problems, addictions). This 
evidence underscores the absence of early detection programmes for at-risk students and inter-
vention measures to prevent dropout at the compulsory secondary education level. It also points 
to lower motivation for education, low self-esteem, and diminished self-efficacy among stu-
dents—factors that contribute to dropout (Cerdà-Navarro et al., 2019; Nielsen & Tanggaard, 
2015). 

These background factors influence the guidance processes towards VET, which are often 
based primarily on students’ academic performance rather than their competencies and profes-
sional interests. Additionally, a lack of information among teachers, families, and students re-
garding the structure and organisation of VET results in adaptation difficulties. Misdirected 
placement leads to struggles with more theoretical subjects (such as Mathematics and Lan-
guages) and the realisation that VET does not align with their expectations (e.g., regarding the 
balance of practical content). This mismatch increases the risk of academic failure and, conse-
quently, a higher likelihood of dropping out of the education and training system (Pérez-Bena-
vent, 2016; Psifidou et al., 2021; Schmid, 2017). 
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Furthermore, the limited availability of training programmes and entry requirements (such 
as grade thresholds for intermediate-level cycles) mean that many students are unable to enrol 
in their first-choice programme. Being unable to pursue their preferred training is a significant 
predictor of dropout (Bosset et al., 2002; Findeisen et al., 2022; Michaelis & Richter, 2022). 

The complexity of the administrative process for enrolling in intermediate-level VET pro-
grammes necessitates individualised support for students and families, as well as improved 
training for teachers regarding the functioning of VET. A poorly informed choice can nega-
tively impact students’ future educational and training pathways. 

The lack of resources allocated to guidance departments—both in secondary schools and 
integrated VET centres—along with insufficient involvement from teaching staff and tutors in 
the guidance process, hinders the ability to provide adequate support to students throughout 
their educational and training trajectories. 

Additionally, there is a notable absence of stable, well-funded programmes aimed at pre-
venting dropout in VET, such as academic support, inclusion initiatives, and family engage-
ment measures. This, coupled with high student-teacher ratios (Cerdà-Navarro et al., 2017; 
Pinya-Medina et al., 2017; Tanggaard, 2013) and a shortage of qualified teachers capable of 
addressing the diverse needs of students, restricts the individualisation and flexibility of learn-
ing processes. It also limits the implementation of active learning methodologies (Lyngsnes & 
Rismark, 2018; Merino Pareja & García-Gracia, 2022; Pérez-Benavent, 2016; Pinya-Medina et 
al., 2017), factors that are crucial for fostering strong relationships between teachers, students, 
and peer groups (Fix et al., 2019) and for enhancing students’ educational engagement (Keijzer 
et al., 2022). 

The requirements for entering the teaching profession and the administrative mechanisms 
for teacher selection often result in VET institutions employing staff who may lack the neces-
sary experience, motivation, and competencies to effectively address students’ needs and inter-
ests. Additionally, the instability of teaching staff prevents the establishment of long-term edu-
cational projects within institutions, further limiting the effectiveness of VET programmes. 

4.4 Main Recommendations for the Prevention of Dropout in Spanish VET 
These recommendations aim to address the multifaceted factors influencing dropout rates 

in VET, focusing on actions that can be implemented at the organisational level in educational 
institutions to mitigate the impact of individual, family, and socio-economic factors linked to 
dropout. The different proposals stem from the analysis of relevant literature, statistical data, 
and focus groups as part of the methodology used in this study. 

Axis 1: Organisation and Functioning of Vocational Education 
- Systematically collecting and analysing educational outcomes and dropout data, with an 

emphasis on public access to microdata for research purposes. 
- Enhancing collaboration between educational administrations, vocational training centres, 

and businesses to improve VET quality, planning, and student support. 
- Strategic planning aligned with workforce needs, technological innovation, and employa-

bility prospects for students. 
- Strengthening integrated VET centres, ensuring adequate infrastructure and human re-

sources, and promoting access through public transport. 
- Ensuring inclusivity and quality in VET, with investments in teacher training and infra-

structure. 
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Axis 2: Academic and Career Guidance 
- Establishing academic and professional guidance departments in vocational centres, with 

dedicated teams to offer integrated support for students. 
- Promoting effective coordination between secondary education institutions, vocational cen-

tres, and community resources to ensure seamless transitions. 
- Providing information and guidance on the value and organisation of vocational education 

to both students and families. 
- Offering individualised, continuous career guidance to help students make informed deci-

sions about their academic and professional future. 

Axis 3: Socio-educational Intervention in Vocational Centres 
- Early detection of students at risk of dropout, with tailored interventions addressing per-

sonal, educational, and social issues. 
- Adapting teaching methods to meet individual student needs, ensuring inclusive support for 

students with lower prior academic performance. 
- Implementing flexible curricula and reducing the duration of vocational courses to accom-

modate students’ learning needs. 
- Promoting active learning methodologies that engage students and connect education with 

professional practice. 

Axis 4: Socio-economic Environment Policies and Actions 
- Fostering collaboration between businesses, educational administrations, and vocational 

centres to create training programmes that meet labour market demands. 
- Developing policies to encourage family involvement in vocational education, ensuring ac-

cess to social and educational resources for vulnerable families. 
 
These proposals aim to reduce dropout rates by addressing educational, socio-economic, 

and institutional factors that affect students' persistence in VET. By implementing these strate-
gies, the system can ensure a more inclusive, accessible, and effective vocational education 
model that meets the needs of all students. 

5 Conclusions and Discussion 
This study provides a comprehensive analysis of student dropout in Vocational Education 

and Training (VET) in Spain, highlighting the complexity of the phenomenon and its connec-
tion to educational, socio-economic, and institutional factors. The findings confirm that dropout 
rates are particularly high in Basic and Intermediate VET, with significant variations based on 
gender, nationality, and regional economic and education conditions. The research emphasises 
the critical role of early academic experiences, socio-economic background, and the labour 
market in shaping student pathways within VET. 

Furthermore, students face educational, social, and personal vulnerabilities, exacerbated 
by the absence of early detection and intervention programmes. Guidance processes often rely 
on academic performance rather than students’ competencies and interests, while inadequate 
information about VET leads to adaptation difficulties and misdirected placement, increasing 
dropout risks. Limited programme availability and complex enrolment procedures further hin-
der students' ability to pursue their preferred training. Insufficient resources for guidance de-
partments, high student-teacher ratios, and a lack of stable, well-funded dropout prevention 
programmes restrict individualised support and active learning methodologies. Additionally, 
recruitment processes often result in unqualified or unstable teaching staff, preventing the long-
term development of effective educational projects in VET institutions. 
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One of the key contributions of this study is its territorial approach, which reveals how 
dropout rates correlate with local education and employment conditions. Regions with higher 
youth unemployment, lower academic performance in compulsory education, and a prevalence 
of low-skilled jobs exhibit higher dropout rates, reinforcing structural inequalities in the Span-
ish education system. Additionally, gender disparities persist, with male students more likely 
to drop out, particularly in traditionally female-dominated vocational fields, while female stu-
dents face barriers related to family responsibilities and career expectations. The study also 
highlights the challenges faced by migrant students, who tend to have lower completion rates 
in all VET levels. 

The study highlights the need for multi-level interventions to reduce dropout rates and im-
prove student retention, identifying four key areas for action. Firstly, enhancing VET organisa-
tion and structure requires strengthening dual VET models, improving coordination between 
institutions and employers, and using data-driven strategies to track dropout trends. Secondly, 
academic and career guidance should be expanded through early career counselling, individu-
alised mentoring, and better alignment of curricula with student expectations. Thirdly, socio-
educational support must focus on targeted assistance for disadvantaged students, financial aid, 
and inclusive teaching practices. Finally, aligning VET with labour market needs involves 
boosting industry collaboration, promoting sector-specific training, and addressing labour mar-
ket instability to ensure students remain engaged in education. 

While this study provides valuable insights into VET dropout in Spain, further research is 
needed to explore the long-term impact of dropout prevention measures, particularly in the 
context of the new regulatory frameworks introduced by Organic Law 3/2022. Future studies 
should also examine the effectiveness of intervention strategies across different regions and 
evaluate the impact of socio-economic policies on educational retention. Additionally, a com-
parative international approach could offer deeper insights into best practices that could be 
adapted to the Spanish context. 

By addressing these challenges through coordinated policy efforts and evidence-based 
strategies, Spain can work towards a more inclusive and effective VET system, ensuring that 
students are better supported in their educational and professional pathways. 
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Abstract 
Context: A key approach of this article is to inquire into the distribution of resources, 
knowledge and opportunities among workers, along with the role played by social actors and 
the impact and demands of technological transformation: workers themselves, enterprises, 
grassroots and trade union organisations and the state. 
Approach: This presentation emphasizes the weakness of the state as a regulator, which in-
creases within the framework of this high diversification of education and technical training: 
new contents, new actors in the face of multiple social, productive, technological and scientific 
demands for qualifications and complex scenarios of productive transformation, requiring to 
consider a relative and conflictual perspective. 
Findings/Results: The article shows: a) the orientations of the offer of education and training 
for work in local areas developed by the public sector and the various alliances between social 
actors as responses and in connection with socio-productive, technological and scientific de-
mands of the regions, and b) the conflicts and regulations are the challenges to reach a consen-
sus on the interests at stake in light of past experiences. 
The studies and results of the research about the ArCaWall survey “Work and Lifelong Learn-
ing” allowed the notion of workers' educational potential to be developed and it was necessary 
to update and improve content related to digital technologies and prepare the design of the 
digital skills module. 
Conclusions: The virtual consultation is designed to ascertain the views of the business sector 
and sectoral specialists and trade union organisations related to the topics of the digital module. 
By way of closing, the article establishes a dialogue with some evidence of the VETNET net-
work. 

Keywords 
workers education and training market, relativity and conflict between social actors, technolog-
ical transformations and digital requirements for workers 

1 Theoretical and Methodological Approaches 

1.1 A Research Programme in Argentina in Recent Decades 
The context of education and training for work in countries in critical situations of devel-

opment highlights: a) the existence of precarious situations and low productivity; b) differenti-
ated circuits of access to the labour market, vast groups of unemployed population and/or with 
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precarious jobs or underemployed; and c) fragmentation of the training market with similar 
formal certificates, but of dubious quality and comparative achievements. 

A key direction of this article is to inquire into the distribution of resources, employment, 
knowledge and opportunities among workers along with the role played by social actors: work-
ers themselves, enterprises, grassroots and trade union organisations and the state. We discuss, 
on the one hand, the existence of pendulum movements between an illusory distribution, effi-
cient modernisation and political discourses about rights and inclusion; and on the other hand, 
that relativity and conflict prevail, derived from the multiplicity of actors and interests in diverse 
scenarios (Riquelme et al., 2018a, 2018b). 

This presentation emphasizes the weakness of the state as a regulator, which increases 
within the framework of this high diversification of education and technical training: new con-
tents, new actors in the face multiple social, productive, technological and scientific demands 
for qualifications and complex scenarios of productive transformation, requiring to consider a 
relative and conflictual perspective. Recent research59F

1 has provided insights into the ‘notion of 
educational potential’ of workers in Argentina, starting with David Livingstone's approaches in 
Canada with the idea of the ‘iceberg’, which originated in Tough (1978). This author argues 
that learning is like an iceberg (Tough, 1978), of which its largest surface remains submerged 
and therefore is studied little. The metaphor of “iceberg” refers to the non-visible informal 
learning that the entire population possesses, and which is the basis on which future learning 
and work performance are based. 

The PEET-IICE-UBA-FFyL raised the notion of workers´ educational potential, which in-
cludes formal education certificates, training outside the educational system, both in non-formal 
courses and in the set of informal social and labour learning. These instances intervene in the 
development of the occupational and life projects of the workers. To speak of educational po-
tential corresponds to all the knowledge and skills of the subjects that are not visible, but that 
are based or settled on formal education plus all the learning derived from experiences and 
activities added to the labour trajectory, which contribute to a differentiated mix of the working 
subjects, which is not valued or perceived through certificates and diplomas, and moreover, is 
not always noticed in the mechanisms of selection of occupational strata or labour market in-
stances. 

The supply of education and training for work involves institutional circuits with differen-
tiated institutions that have given rise to several studies in local areas. Educational circuits are 
stratified segments of institutions with differential characteristics - in terms of buildings, mate-
rial and human resources, access to transport, and the environmental conditions that surround 
them - to which social classes have unequal access and which promote unequal access to and 
appropriation of knowledge (Riquelme et al., 2018a; Sassera, 2018, 2023). 

1.2 Technological Transformation Impact and Requirements from Industry 4.0 and Di-
gitalization 
This presentation corresponds to an ongoing research60F

2 in a network of six teams of national 
universities from different regions of the country 61F

3it is a projection of a recently completed 

 
 

1  Line of studies around the application of the ArCaWall Survey adaptation of the Canadian WALL in Ar-
CAWall 2011 and 2021 (Riquelme, 2015; Riquelme y Herger, 2024) 

2  Proyect “Basic educational level and social learning of workers and the needs for digital skills derived 
fromthe economic-productive heterogeneity versus the differentiation and diversification of education and 
training for work in Argentinean provinces” (PICTO REDES 00015, 2022) 

3 Universidad de BuenosAires, Universidad Nacional del Sur (BahíaBlanca), Universidad Nacional del Litoral 
(Santa Fe), Universidad Nacional de Entre Ríos, Universidad Nacional de Salta y Universidad Nacional del 
Comahue-Sede Atlántica (Viedma). 
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project at the PEET-IICE, headquarters of the UBA Node. The general objective is to contribute 
to the identification of digital skills needs from the perspective of: a) the ‘basic educational 
level’ of workers (employed and/or unemployed); b) the requirements of sectors of activity 
impacted by the transformations of digital technologies, from manufacturing industry, agricul-
tural and extractive activities to the provision of services through platforms; c) the supply of 
education and training for work in provinces and local areas. Within such contexts, the educa-
tional needs of workers are also unequal in relation to the formal education attained, the possi-
bilities of non-formal education and informal learning, which pose challenges for education and 
training institutions in six territorial areas of the country (Greater Santa Fe and Rosario, Paraná, 
Bariloche and the coastal area of Río Negro, Bahía Blanca, Salta, and Greater Buenos Aires). 

a) Basic education of workers 
Addressing the demand for training for the future requires rethinking the problem from the 

perspective of workers' education and training, i.e., it means considering the basic profile and 
potential of the employed and unemployed over the age of 18. The educational and labour tra-
jectory of young people and adults who are able to work constitutes the basis on which future 
learning and occupational reconversions are based. It is a space of debate and controversy, a 
relative and conflictual arena of different interests on the part of large or small employers, trade 
unions or organised workers and the training institutions themselves. 

Demands of the social and productive reality derive from economic and productive heter-
ogeneity. In the planning of the offers of education and vocational training, it should be possible 
to develop techno-productive cards for the identification of demands according to the dynamics 
of the sector, the characteristics of size and organisation. The following table tests the main 
empirical evidence verified in a previous investigation. The presentation is organised raising 
the educational profile of those employed in formal and non-formal activities. 

b) On the differences in educational level, inequality and territories 
A first approach to the educational level of workers in the provincial and local contexts of 

the project shows a continuous improvement, but persistence of nuclei of the working popula-
tion that have not managed to complete secondary education, who represent about a third in all 
the agglomerates, with the exception of the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires. The figures 
illustrate the inequalities in the educational level of workers that pose challenges for education 
and training institutions in terms of general knowledge and skills, as well as those related to the 
digital technologies required in different occupations. 

The educational level of the employed according to the type of activity is a way to approach 
the techno-productive characteristics of economic activities from the workers they demand. 
Undoubtedly, if specialisations and degrees are also considered, we would be able to increas-
ingly evaluate transitions, crossing boundaries, project instances of professional training, edu-
cational recovery or professional and occupational re-adaptation, as well as discuss the possi-
bility of employment generation. 

The educational profile of the Economically Active Population (EAP) expresses Argen-
tina's history, where the City of Buenos Aires - the capital territory - has the lowest proportion 
of the population with a low educational level (11.3%), while all the other provincial cities have 
between 26% and 28%, and only the Greater Paraná has a lower proportion of 23% (but in the 
same province, a historical city, currently in productive decline, has 38.5% with incomplete 
secondary education). 

In contrast or complementarily, the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires also has almost half 
of the employed people with higher education degrees (45.5%) and again the Greater Paraná 
reaches 30.7%. 
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The activities with the highest absorption of workers with university or higher education 
degrees and with a considerable proportion of incomplete secondary and tertiary education cor-
respond to services: financial, real estate and business services, the public sector and education, 
health and other social services, all with more than 40% of higher education graduates. Industry 
in the different agglomerates absorbs between 45% and 66% of workers with completed sec-
ondary and incomplete higher education, with CABA, Neuquén and Viedma standing out for 
the highest percentages of industrial workers with completed higher education; while the man-
ufacturing sector in Santa Fe, Rosario and Paraná have the highest values of incomplete sec-
ondary education. 

This research has as background a study on the educational and employment situation of 
workers surveyed in Greater Buenos Aires (ArCaWall 2011 and 2021)62F

4(Riquelme, 2015; 
Riquelme & Herger, 2024 mimeo). The central evidence, verified from the application of Ar-
CaWall, and in comparison, with available results from labour market surveys, has made it 
possible to distinguish those benefiting and those excluded from the educational expansion. 

c) Territories, social and productive reality: the challenges for education and training 
for work 

Argentina is a country of unequal geography, society and economy63F

5, which are the result 
of a historical political disparity in socio-economic development and a high productive hetero-
geneity between and within provinces: regional territorial and economic-productive disparities; 
provincial disparities in social and economic-productive development; social inequalities, in 
living conditions and labour market; social structure and income levels of the population; urban, 
urban-rural inequalities and departmental and local inequalities. 

Local and departmental conditions have allowed us to make progress in the treatment of 
local conditions of the school or institutional production function, the construction of depart-
mental differentiation clusters, to thus be able to carry out the analysis of favourable and unfa-
vourable conditions in the living conditions and in the access and permanence in secondary 
education of the population in relation to the supply of vocational technical education (Herger 
&Sassera, 2022; Riquelme et al., 2021; Sassera; 2023). 

Within the framework of this background, the current design considers the productive pro-
files of the areas, localities, provinces, and micro-regions as a context of socio-productive de-
mands, and especially to evaluate the orientations of technical-professional education and vo-
cational training. The meaning of the studies of the socio-productive demands and education in 
post-crisis Argentina and in possible recovery entails finding different relations, from total in-
dependence with respect to the demands or an adjustment, an adaptation of reproduction and 
attention to the requirements by the offers of public or private technical education and voca-
tional training, or in different types of alliances between local organisations. 

The productive profiles of the geographical areas show the key activities for a possible 
economic recovery of the country. These companies and work processes may require the incor-
poration of digital technologies64F

6. 
 

 
4  ArCaWall Survey “Work and lifelong learning” 2011 and 2021, CONICET-PEET-IICE-FFyL/UBA. See 

https://educacion-economia-trabajo-peet.org 
5  In a recent interview with political scientist Juan Carlos Torre, ‘So I insist: the ideal image of a liberal and 

egalitarian democracy will never be completed. But perhaps if we try to imitate it, if we always keep it in 
mind, we can live a little better’. (Fernández Irusta, 2025). 

6  In the Geo-FONIETP - INET- PEET study (Riquelme et. alt, 2021), progress was made in a previous study 
in the identification of paradigmatic behaviours according to georeferenced activities or economic sectors 
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2 Education and training for work within contexts of territorial, economic-productive 
differentiation and inequality 
The supply of education and training for work is centred on technical education and voca-

tional training together with the interventions and instances developed by other social actors to 
meet the social or productive demands for the training of young people and adults in local 
spaces. This article retrieves findings from three recent researches (one in progress) that seek 
to interpret the relationship between the contents and type of institutional design and the social 
and productive reality where they are inserted removal. 

2.1 Distribution of Resources, Knowledge and Opportunities 
The focus of the analysis is the distribution of employment orientation, or knowledge de-

rived from orientations towards economic sectors that can be interpreted by the titles of voca-
tional technical education and vocational training cycles and courses. This is based on some 
indicators of the composition of the enrolment of the offer, which is provided by the provincial 
governments, mostly in education, but also of labour programmes, educational completion, so-
cial or productive development (See Table 1). 

The opportunities of vocational technical education actions at the secondary level for ado-
lescents, young people and adults seek to meet social demands and therefore coincide with 
programmes of educational inclusion, training recovery and second chances for young and adult 
dropouts. 

 
• The distribution of knowledge translates into the type of programmes, the degrees awarded, 

the specialisations and at a more precise level requires the analysis of the curricular contents 
and prescribed activities and the study and work practices of the students. It is possible to 
note or infer on the basis of data on current student attendance and the composition of en-
rolment and types of degrees awarded 

• innovative pedagogical models for the completion of the higher cycle, to facilitate the re-
entry of secondary school dropouts. 

• re-consideration of alternation alternatives and dual plans that are not widespread in the 
country. 

• lack of explicit focus on digital needs. 

 
 
with respect to the relationships between the demands of occupations, educational levels and qualifications 
of workers and the responses of education and training for work at the secondary, technical-vocational and 
vocational levels. 
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Table 1 
Inclusion opportunities, knowledge and transition to work 

 Distribution 
Inclusion opportunities Knowledge Transition to work 

Technical-professional education – public-private state 
Secondary basic cycle 
 

When dropping out, 
work options 

 Self-employment 
 

Secondary higher cycle – spe-
cialization 
Termination 
Higher technical 
 

 X Cases of attention to dy-
namic sectors of the 
economy, technological 
processes, 
alternation and practices. 

Internships   Demands of the produc-
tive apparatus 
Local governments and 
organisations 

Termination X   
Tertiary technical  X  
Vocational training X For alternative courses for 

women 
Disadvantaged groups 
Quality improvement 

Demands of the produc-
tive apparatus 
Local governments and 
organisations 

Other government areas 
Labour sector, employment 
programmes, production, so-
cial development 

X  Programmes 

Other actors/public-private partnerships 
Companies 
Trade unions 
Social organisations  

X Centres of excellence. 
Alternative technical 
schools 
Tailor-made technical pro-
cesses 

Activities, 
experiences 
Training ecosystems 

Virtual platforms 
(lack of regulation, not devel-
oped in the PICTO Networks) 

Scattered offers with 
costs. 
Short-term illusions 

Traditional and profitable 
occupations 
Programming 
on the crest of the wave 

Self-employment 
Some courses, tied or 
linked to employment 
Openings for the profes-
sional market 
High segmentation and 
specialisation of the la-
bour market 

2.2  Sectoral Responses to the Distribution of Vocational Technical Education and Voca-
tional Training Enrolment in the Territories 
The offer of vocational technical education and vocational training in the territorial areas 

under study allows us to anticipate a certain continuity with respect to the statements in the 
previous section but also singularities: there are behaviours adjusted or adapted to the demand 
or to the local productive profiles, which should be rigorously evaluated in terms of contents 
and follow-up of students or graduates in employment situations or through consultation with 
employers. 

The analysis of degrees organised according to the response to the so-called ‘training sec-
tors’ would correspond to the demands of the productive apparatus and of the local municipal 
or provincial governments themselves, as well as those derived from the context of technolog-
ical innovation in each region. 
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And this can be followed for each of the regions or zones defined for this research. We can 
summarise the composition of enrolment in vocational technical education and vocational train-
ing, and in this case the orientation chosen by secondary technical students, that of upper sec-
ondary or higher technical students; and also detail the composition by sector of the vocational 
training students, outside the regular education system, i.e., the non-formal offers, but in charge 
of the state or regulated under the vocational technical education and vocational training law, 
by registration in the Catalogue of the competent body, which is the National Institute of Tech-
nological Education (INET). 

2.3 Quasi-Market, Public-Private Alliances and the Actors of Education and Training for 
Work 
We have concluded by speaking of ‘illusory distribution’, since the goal of access and 

permanence of the entire population in the education system until completing at least the com-
pulsory levels has not yet been achieved either in Argentina or in other countries in the Latin 
American region, despite its formal recognition in laws since the end of the 19th century. 

The complexity of the scenarios of education and training for work is expressed in the 
thematic overlapping of the offers, the focus on the same or different populations, their dissim-
ilar link with the requirements of the productive apparatus, the accreditation mechanisms and 
the restrictions on access, among the most significant ones (Riquelme & Herger, 2006). The 
complex scenarios involved various sectors and spheres at the national, provincial and munici-
pal levels that formed a mosaic of fragmented and overlapping actions (Riquelme, 2010, 2015). 

Currently, the market of short-term illusions, the functional market of demands and the 
paradise of diversity coexist, to which the virtual platforms of training for work have had to be 
added for more than a decade. 

One georeferencing study explored all actions and experiences derived from local and re-
gional public policies, eco-training systems, industrial parks and social actors - companies, 
trade unions and social organisations - and their links with vocational technical education and 
vocational training. The exhaustive survey aimed at describing the objectives and purposes, 
which explicitly or implicitly referred to human resource training issues, or technical and vo-
cational education actions. 

These mentions were organised into the following main orientations of the actions accord-
ing to whether they sought: a) the promotion of improvements in competitiveness, productivity, 
territorial development and the promotion of technological innovation; b) the intervention, or-
ganisation of training proposals, education and training of adolescents, young people and em-
ployed and unemployed adults; c) the identification, diagnosis, or approximation to social and 
productive demands; and d) the promotion of productive, social and territorial development. 

In the network project, the previous georeferencing study has been continued in order to 
locate new actions in the territorial spaces and the responses derived from the social actors in 
response to local policy orientations, as in the case of Entre Ríos, focused on the lines of entre-
preneurship; as well as a tradition of active trade unions in Greater Buenos Aires - linked to 
construction, machine tools, metallurgy, automotive and industry - and business chambers such 
as software; the same sectors and the union of industrialists of different orientations. These 
same entities have delegations in Salta, Santa Fe and Entre Ríos. Bariloche, as a scientific and 
technological enclave, is a singular space where the scientific system, cutting-edge units in 
satellite and atomic energy research, and a high-level centre for the training of physicists all 
congregate. In turn, the offer around tourism and gastronomy is the result of the productive 
activity that employs the majority of Bariloche’s population. 

The text box that was designed expresses this territorial link between the economic and 
productive demands and the social actors, whose deepening and updating are central themes of 
the current project, in relation to digital needs. 
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The “conflictual” nature of these problems requires recognizing the cultural and social ad-
vantages for the subjects of education and training derived from: the existence or not of groups 
of workers, like unions and organizations by employment sectors; the individual advantages of 
certain groups in the middle and upper classes that achieve high flexible circulation on plat-
forms in the face of the heterogeneous productive structure of informal companies and sectors. 

The text box that was designed expresses this territorial link between the economic and 
productive demands and the social actors, whose deepening and updating are central themes of 
the current project, in relation to digital needs. 

The analysis of provincial and local, social and economic conditions for the insertion into 
the world of work, allows considering differential situations among areas according to main 
productive sectors, labour markets’ demands, populations’ size and relative living conditions. 

The “conflictual” nature of these problems requires recognizing the cultural and social ad-
vantages for the subjects of education and training derived from: the existence or not of groups 
of workers, like unions and organizations by employment sectors; the individual advantages of 
certain groups in the middle and upper classes that achieve high flexible circulation on plat-
forms in the face of the heterogeneous productive structure of informal companies and sectors. 

2.4 Contributions to the Assessment of the Digital Needs of Workers 
The studies and results of the applications of the ArCaWall survey “Work and Lifelong 

Learning”65F

7 allowed the notion of workers' educational potential to be developed. As mentioned 
at the beginning of this article, this idea can be assimilated to a ‘mix’ that takes into account 
the educational and work history of the subjects in a broad sense. 

The current research, from the conceptual contribution of the UBA node, has been able to 
advance in the drafting of a synthesis version of the original ArCaWall questionnaire that allows 
the application of the indicators constructed on educational potential or basic education 
(Riquelme & Herger, 2024 mimeo). The synthesis version investigates: the level of education 
attained, attendance at vocational training, the completion of non-formal education courses and 
the completion of informal learning related to paid work; changes in the job within the last five 
years and in the knowledge and skills requirements; the correspondence between the education 
and training requirements of the job and those obtained by the workers. 

The current research, from the conceptual contribution of the UBA node, has been able to 
advance in the drafting of a synthesis version of the original ArCaWall questionnaire that allows 
the application of the indicators constructed on educational potential or basic education 
(Riquelme & Herger, 2024 mimeo). The synthesis version investigates: the level of education 
attained, attendance at vocational training, the completion of non-formal education courses and 
the completion of informal learning related to paid work; changes in the job within the last five 
years and in the knowledge and skills requirements; the correspondence between the education 
and training requirements of the job and those obtained by the workers. 

Given the orientation of the research, it was necessary to update and improve content 
related to digital technologies in the sections on informal learning; learning skills and use of IT 
devices (computer, mobile phone and others at work) and changes in jobs in recent years. 

The digital skills module is aimed at employed and unemployed workers, who worked in 
the last year (last twelve months). The structure of the module includes sections on: 

 

 
 

7  PICT 2018 03746 and PIDAE 2018 3051 Working papers series-PEET-IICE-UBA. Riquelme&Herger 
(2024) “Educación, aprendizajes sociales y laborales de trabajadoras y trabajadores: los cambios en el pro-
ceso de trabajo y los requerimientos educativos. Aportes de la encuesta ArCaWall”. PEET-IICE-UBA- 
FFyL/CONICET. Mimeo. 
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I. the performance of remote work; 
II. the general skills of reading, writing, mathematics, problem solving required by the 

jobs; 
III. the use of digital technologies at work and the levels of digital skills (basic, generic and 

higher) required in the occupation; 
IV. machinery and software at work; 
V. the completion of courses linked to the acquisition of digital skills; 

VI. views on the dissemination of technologies at work. 
 
The limitations of resources did not allow us to advance in the implementation of the survey 

and module. The team set out to perform a virtual consultation as an exploratory alternative, 
related to the topics of the digital module. 

The virtual consultation is designed to ascertain the views of the business sector and sec-
toral specialists and trade union organisations on: a) the effects of the incorporation of digital 
work processes and technologies; b) the educational level of workers and the requirements of 
technological and digital skills; and c) the problems or gaps in the training of workers in key 
sectors and economic branches in the selected provinces and local areas (Bahía Blanca, Greater 
Buenos Aires, Greater Salta, Greater Santa Fe, Paraná, Viedma, urban areas of the Alto Valle 
de Río Negro and San Carlos de Bariloche). 

Design of the questionnaires in the perspective of triangulation of contents 
The virtual consultation contemplates the design of three questionnaires in relation to the 

planned coverage and the themes are reiterated in each of the questionnaires in order to mirror 
and complement the perspectives and opinions of the respondents. 

The design of the questionnaires was mirrored in order to achieve triangulation in the per-
spectives of the respondents. 

3 Dialogue with Some Evidence 
Over the years it has been possible to identify theoretical frameworks, coincidences in the 

recognition of problems derived from economic and labour policies, and similar interpretation 
frameworks to discuss the scope of technical education and vocational training. 

 
1. Diversification and differentiation vs. increased inequality in access and permanence 

Market of short-term illusions vs. inclusion policies without resources. Relativity, 
Conflicts and Regulation are the challenges to reach a consensus on the interests at stake 

in light of past experiences 
In this comparative paper on growing public-private partnerships for skills development in 

Morocco, the Netherlands and Serbia, we refer to the thematic conference issue: historical path-
ways of institutional development of skill formation in different orientations and systems to the 
social justice, market economy and socio-economic development (Van der Meer et al., 2023, 
p. 463). 

PPPs can be perceived as a threat to education, viewed as a public good and a fundamental 
human right. The PPP model is seen as a vehicle for privatising education supply, bringing 
concerns about possible failures in quality, equity, accountability and social cohesion (Van der 
Meer, et al., 2023, p. 465). 
2. Georeferencing studies of technical education and vocational training. Extensive survey 

The PEET carried out an extensive survey in territorial and/or planning areas of the national 
government and provincial governments according to the project. The survey aimed at: 
3. the construction of the Extensive Survey Synthesis Map (MSRE), georeferenced interactive 

map. T (Riquelme et al., 2021; Riquelme &Sassera, 2020). 
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PPPs can be perceived as a threat to education, viewed as a public good and a funda-
mental human right. The PPP model is seen as a vehicle for privatising education sup-
ply, bringing concerns about possible failures in quality, equity, accountability and 
social cohesion (Van der Meer et al., 2023, p. 465). 

One of the presentations at VENET 2023- Kaunas-Lithuania establishes a dialogue with 
these lines, by presenting: 

The organisational basis for these innovations date back to 2004, when the three of Minis-
tries Economic Affairs, Social Affairs and Education established the Science and Technology 
Platform (Platform Bèta-Techniek, PBT), with the overall aim to enhance the number of stu-
dents in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) (Van der Meer et al., 2023, 
p. 465). 

 
1. The main facilitating task of the platform has been to enhance new cooperative forms of 

innovation, always in the open environment of schools (Van der Meer, et al., 2023, p. 472). 
2. Argentina’s situation could be understood through the existence of complex education and 

vocational training scenarios in which demands and interventions from different areas and 
groups coexist and require regulation. 

3. These innovations are to be regarded as bottom-up process. They appear to follow a relative 
chaotic pattern in local areas but lead to convergence in a later stage. Within varying time 
horizons, actors engage in three key issues that prove to be relevant: the cooperation dilem-
mas: how to get started; the requirements and conditions of government legislation and 
coordination: how to get institutionalised; and the nature of experimental governance: how 
to become enduring and continuous(Van der Meer, et al., 2023, p. 474). 

4. Efficiency modernization since the late 1980s coincides with the progressive withdrawal of 
the state and struggles between sectors and social groups regarding the orientation and ap-
plication of resources for educational policy, social development and labour-oriented train-
ing for work. 

5. The development of skills training systems is seen as a dynamic political process that de-
pends on the outcome of various political struggles regarding issues such as institutional 
design and transformations during critical junctures of historical development. (Busemeijer 
& Trampusch, 2012) 

6. The notion of the “iceberg”, the potential knowledge of workers, as well as the unemployed 
workforce of working age could be associated with notions presented about the “hidden 
reserve” corresponding to retirees in Germany. In addition, it is interesting to compare the 
dynamics of the labour market, since in the European country they point out the shortage 
of qualified workers. 

7. Germany is particularly affected by an increasing shortage of skilled workers. At the same 
time, there is a so-called "hidden reserve" of workers whose activation could be very helpful 
for the German labor market.The article estimates the size of the heterogeneous, untapped 
workforce potential and brings the different stakeholder groups in connection with concrete 
vocational training needs and reform proposals (Ixmeier et al., 2023, p. 223). 

8. This article has raised the key role of social actors in the provision of concerted spaces to 
offer education and training for work, and this coincides with the notion of public-private 
alliances, among which the idea of training ecosystems are bridges that develop on both 
continents, with the participation and connection of multiple social actors generating very 
diverse coordination, links and associations. 
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9. A study that delves into the institutional profile in relation to the educational needs of work-
ers and the response capacities of these areas would contribute to a rationality and develop-
ment of the distribution of access and development opportunities for workers as an adequate 
focus of the contents of these instances. 
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Abstract 
Context: Following the incorporation of Basic/Initial VET into the Spanish general education 
system, this research analyses the importance of socioemotional and interpersonal variables of 
students and teachers as one of the key elements for good practice in Basic/Initial VET. Meth-
odology: This communication is part of a broader research project (EduRisk66F

1). In this case we 
focus on a mixed design (quantitative and qualitative) to analyse data at regional level and 
triangulate them with an international systematic review. 
Findings: Meaningful emotional support contributes to peer relationships, greater group ac-
ceptance and correlates with high student engagement. 
Conclusions: These results highlight the need to incorporate specific methodological changes 
in educational practices not only related to curricula, but also to the hidden curriculum and soft 
skills. 

Keywords 
socioemotional variables, interpersonal variables, initial / basic VET, best practices 

1 Introduction: Basic/Initial VET in Spain 
One of the primary incentives for developing this research project is the legislative framework 
that was in force in Spain until 2022. Within this structure, students who failed to pass lower 
secondary education received no certification and were excluded from the general education 
system without any qualification. At that time, Basic Vocational Training was promoted by 
entities, and its completion enabled individuals to access the labour market or pursue higher 

 
 

1  EduRisk - Best Practices with At-Risk Youth in Basic Vocational Education & Training: Towards greater 
educational effectiveness and social inclusion is a competitive research project (Santibáñez et al., 2023), 
financed by the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation and carried out between 2021 and 2025 with a 
research team of seven people (Rosa Santibañez, Janire Fonseca, Josu Solabarrieta, Marta Ruiz-Narezo, Al-
varo Moro, Javier Pérez-Hoyos and Garazi Yurrebaso). 
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levels of vocational training; however, it did not allow them to re-enter the general education 
system or obtain basic qualifications. Currently, Organic Law amending the LOE law LOM-
LOE (2022) in Spain amends the previous Organic Law of Education, LOE (2006). The LOM-
LOE includes the Basic Vocational Training Cycle - a two-year programme which, firstly, fa-
cilitates the obtainment of the Secondary School Diploma/Certificate of Graduation College 
Degree, thereby allowing an alternative pathway to complete basic training; and secondly, it 
makes it possible to access either the labour market or Intermediate Vocational Training Cycles 
and thus continue with the next level of professional training. 

At first glance, this recent legislative reform appears to be aimed at including students with 
poorer academic results in the general education system. However, it has also sparked debate 
due to the regulations of this basic cycle regarding compulsory subjects, to the detriment of a 
more personalised and flexible approach that responds to the needs of students and their socio-
personal situations. 

2 The EduRisk Research Project 
EduRisk - Best Practices with At-Risk Youth in Basic Vocational Education & Training: 

Towards greater educational effectiveness and social inclusion is a competitive research project 
(Santibáñez et al., 2023), financed by the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation and car-
ried out between 2021 and 2025. It comes into play in this context, and its main objective is to 
identify, outline, and disseminate the pedagogical actions undertaken in Basic Vocational 
Training Cycles in the Autonomous Basque Community as well as to explore which interven-
tions foster the educational, social, and labour inclusion of students. This objective is divided 
into seven sub-objectives or specific goals: 

 
1. To describe the behavioural problems of Basic VET students compared to Intermediate 

VET, the sixth form, and 4th year secondary school students. 
2. To examine the factors (enabling and hindering) that influence students’ learning experi-

ence in Basic VET. 
3. To identify the evaluations and perceptions regarding various aspects of the programmes 

and their development as conveyed by teaching staff, students, families, and other profes-
sionals from entities involved in Basic VET initiatives. 

4. To determine the qualities that make VET an appealing option for students and an educa-
tional response for their integration when dealing with risk behaviour. 

5. To analyse effective educational approaches that foster students’ interest in continuing their 
education and consolidate them into concrete actions. 

6. To present the situation of female students in Basic VET, along with their perceptions and 
opinions regarding the support they receive to overcome their disadvantaged situation. 

7. To pinpoint the difficulties that have arisen as a result of the health crisis and the measures 
taken to deal with them, as well as the solutions provided to navigate these challenges. 

3 Methodology 
EduRisk has focused its research on exploring the perceptions and evaluations of Basic 

VET from the different actors involved (students, families, teaching staff, and management 
teams) by carrying out two consecutive studies. 

The first EduRisk study is qualitative, investigating the perception of these interest groups 
concerning the specific characteristics of Basic VET that foster and make this pathway appeal-
ing. Seventeen focus groups were conducted in the three territories of the Basque Autonomous 
Community (Araba, Bizkaia, and Gipuzkoa) with a total of N=132 individuals participating 
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(Student Focus Groups: N=62; Families: N=28; Teachers: N=29; School Management Teams: 
N=13). 

Based on the results of these focus groups, a questionnaire was distributed to 438 Basic 
VET students to assess how they perceived teaching staff, the motivational behaviours exhib-
ited by teachers, the educational involvement of students, and their well-being and socio-emo-
tional skills. 

The systematic review is based on the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) methodology (Page et al., 2021; Urrutia & Bonfill, 2010) with 
the formulation of the PICO question - Population - Intervention - Comparator - Outcome 
(Landa-Ramírez & Arredondo-Pantaleón, 2014). The guiding PICO question for this review 
incorporates the three essential components of PICO (PIO) and is formulated as follows: What 
kinds of educational interventions (I) used with Basic VET students (P) lead to higher levels of 
personal, social, or academic success (O)? Following the PICO question, a search was per-
formed in the principal scientific databases (WoS, Scopus, and ERIC), and criteria for inclusion 
and exclusion criteria were established. Out of a total of 429 research studies identified, 30 
underwent an in-depth analysis. 

This communication analyses the importance of socioemotional and interpersonal varia-
bles of students and teachers as one of the key elements for good practice in Basic/Initial VET. 
We focus on a mixed design (quantitative and qualitative) to analyse data at regional level and 
triangulate them with an international systematic review. 

4 Connecting Macro and Micro Results 
In order to identify preliminary conclusions, the last phase involved a comparison of all 

the results obtained from different sources; that is, examining the "more micro" results from the 
EduRisk research obtained in the Basque Autonomous Community alongside the international 
findings of the systematic review. This revealed clear alignments and similarities in the inter-
personal or socioemotional variables of pupils and teachers alike. 

The systemic review identified variables that correlate with increased student engagement 
(Sureda-García et al., 2021) and those related to success (Hirschy et al., 2011). Students’ high 
levels of behavioural engagement are found to be directly linked to the ability to establish pos-
itive relationships with teachers. Additionally, the power of meaningful emotional support was 
observed, contributing to better peer relationships, greater group acceptance, and improved in-
teractions with the immediate environment or context. Finally, training in basic or transversal 
competences is shown to be very relevant and, at the same time, motivating (Gyory & Czakó, 
2020; Villardón-Gallego et al., 2020), i.e., self-knowledge, self-confidence, teamwork, toler-
ance, interpersonal skills, responsibility, and emotional and conflict management. 

In this sense, the triangulation of the three research approaches (the systematic review and 
EduRisk qualitative and quantitative studies) has allowed us to draw some conclusions con-
cerning the socioemotional, or interpersonal and emotional variables of students and teachers, 
which can encourage and promote best practices in Basic Vocational Training. 

Establishing good relationships with teachers and receiving meaningful emotional support 
contributes to improved peer relationships and correlates with high student engagement 
(Sureda-García et al., 2021), and thus also become variables tied to success (Hirschy et al., 
2011). 

Furthermore, the questionnaires from EduRisk showed that the participating students 
scored highly in terms of behavioural and emotional engagement, i.e., in the level of commit-
ment, motivation, and active participation in their learning process. This is associated with bet-
ter academic results, greater resilience when faced with challenges, and more impactful learning 
(García-Ros et al., 2021). 
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Similarly, the focus groups found a greater willingness on the part of teachers to motivate 
students by implementing effective strategies such as actively listening to them, acknowledging 
their opinions and concerns, and showing availability and support beyond academic matters. 

It’s important to establish a connection, and you need many personal characteristics, 
like empathy, listening skills, and patience, to be able to say, "Look, you've judged 
me, and I’ve judged you. But I'm here, and let's see what happens". We have to have 
people with a very specific profile, and not everyone has to be like that. A stricter 
manager is also needed, and the kids will eventually learn to modify their behaviour 
based on who they have in front of them. (Manager). 

That you don't give up so easily and that you can do it. I mean, you think you can't do 
it. And if you give up and say, "I can't do this anymore; I'm not capable of doing this", 
all the teachers say 'yes, you can. I know you are capable', and they give you a little 
pep talk. (Student). 

Consequently, we observed that positive interpersonal relationships and meaningful emo-
tional support from teachers are tied with student engagement, commitment, motivation, active 
participation, academic outcomes, resilience, and impactful learning. 

In the case of teaching staff, the systematic review underscores the importance of address-
ing the emotional state and perceived self-efficacy of teachers (Fix et al., 2020; Gagnon & 
Dubeau, 2023; Miesera & Gebhardt, 2018; Özbek et al., 2017; Van Middelkoop et al., 2017). 
Meanwhile, regarding the micro research of EduRisk, the focus groups point to the need for 
emotional stability and resilience to teach, as well as a high and indispensable self-perception 
of one’s competence to manage the classroom, motivate students, and apply effective pedagog-
ical strategies. 

Starting with the most basic one, that of attendance. So, how can it not be a challenge? 
What can we do? What can we do with the magic wand that we pull out of the hat to 
somehow captivate them and be able to start working. (Teacher) 

A person who doesn't have much drive or isn’t very strong mentally..., basically, it 
depends on the group they are in; I would say that psychologically, they may not be 
able to stand it much longer in basic vocational training. (Teacher) 

Students also reported their perception of teacher’s self-efficacy in the EduRisk question-
naire. Specifically, students indicate a greater frequency of positive teaching practices among 
VET educators compared to their secondary school teachers. These differences are statistically 
significant, showing a medium effect size. In this regard, international studies find a correlation 
between strong teacher self-efficacy and greater commitment, innovation in teaching, and better 
academic results in students, as teachers who are confident in their abilities are likely to perse-
vere in the face of difficulties and seek solutions to improve their educational practice (Zee & 
Koomen, 2016). 

Finally, the review stresses the importance of strengthening the initial preparation of teach-
ers and also their in-service training in specific methodologies, as well as in socio-emotional 
and interpersonal dimensions (Casale-Giannola; 2012; Fix et al., 2020; Gagnon & Dubeau, 
2023; Miesera & Gebhardt, 2018; Oude Groote Beverborg et al., 2015; Özbek et al., 2017; 
Prummer et al., 2023; Torres-García et al., 2022; Van Middelkoop et al., 2017). The evidence 
gathered suggests that to better assist students who have particular difficulties in staying on 
course and progressing in the system, it is essential to have highly motivated and emotionally 
regulated teachers who are equipped to perform their tasks in more work-related environments 
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through effective teaching practices that can address the cognitive, personal, and social needs 
of students. 

A workshop within the EduRisk project was held on October 17, 2024, where the analysis 
and all the findings were shared with the educational centres participating in the research. The 
session also presented the milestones and preliminary results of the study on best practices in 
basic vocational training cycles in the Basque Autonomous Community, along with the findings 
obtained in the different phases of the research, providing structured feedback to the partici-
pants. Subsequently, a participatory workshop took place, focusing on the challenges and strat-
egies for this particular VET cycle, and where the exchange of experiences and reflections was 
encouraged. Lastly, key conclusions were discussed, highlighting the importance of socio-emo-
tional and interpersonal variables related to both students and teachers, as well as the need to 
incorporate specific methodological changes in educational practices. 
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Abstract 
Context: This work aims to assess to what extent, in the domain of EU education and training 
policy, setting an official quantitative policy indicator with a target value (a “benchmark”) has 
an impact on the extent and frequency of subsequent monitoring efforts. 
Approach: Analysis of official documents of EU institutions, notably the agreements of the 
Council, setting concrete EU-level targets as well as the annual European Commission “Edu-
cation and Training” reports to monitor progress towards those targets, also building upon the 
experience of Cedefop in monitoring EU policy objectives and targets specifically for the VET 
sector. 
Findings: The main findings are that the presence of a target seems to relate to higher regularity 
of reporting, while no clear relation to the scope of analysis was found. In addition, some other 
factors, including other target setting and monitoring processes, data availability and indicator 
framing were identified as also likely having effects on monitoring efforts. 
Conclusions: it is considered that better alignment of different processes to set and monitor 
policy objectives would likely bring more coherence, and thus also stronger policy impact. Fur-
thermore, in view of persistent labour/skills shortages, a re-assessment of the functioning of 
labour (re-)allocation processes as well as the adequacy of the existing policy mix may be in 
order. Other avenues for enhancing policy effectiveness include improvements to the data in-
frastructure (e.g. developing satellite accounts on skills supply and demand), which would en-
able more robust assessment of the required workforce skills composition and setting-out to 
what extent different education sectors could each contribute to provide (part-of) those skills. 

Keywords 
European education and training policy, monitoring, indicator, benchmark, target 

1 Introduction 
With the progressive spread of the availability and use of statistical indicators firstly in the 

economic policy domain during the great depression (MacFeely, van de Ven and Peltola, 2024; 
Lehtonen, 2015) and later in the social domain during the so-called social indicator movement 
in 1960s (Land and Michalos, 2018; Lehtonen, 2015), these efforts also took hold within edu-
cation and training systems and policies. 
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From an international perspective, an important milestone has been the first international 
conference on cross-national education indicators, organised in 1987. This conference was the 
starting point for setting up a process to monitor education systems across developed economies 
under the auspices of the OECD (OECD, 1994). 

In the European Union, a key impetus for this strand of activity was recognising education 
as an area of (a limited) EU competence in the Maastricht treaty of 1992. Fast-forward ten years 
and in 2003 the Council of the EU has adopted the first five pan-European benchmarks to meas-
ure and compare the performance of education and training systems and monitor progress to-
wards the goals of Lisbon strategy, also setting up an annual monitoring mechanism. Comple-
menting it, the regular monitoring of EU VET policy priorities and VET-related targets was 
also launched by Cedefop as of 2004. Another decade later, education-related indicators were 
set at the global level, applicable for all countries as part of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) process. 

From the theoretical perspective, the use of quantitative indicators may be driven by a va-
riety of purposes. Their intended functions may be instrumental (e.g. to be used as an input for 
specific decisions), conceptual (e.g. as broad information base for informing understanding and 
decision making), as well as political (e.g. for agenda-setting or problem definition) (Lehtonen, 
2015). Institutionalising indicators (their adoption in a formal policy document) is frequently 
seen to increase their impact and ensure their use (Lehtonen, 2015). In the EU, especially policy 
areas with limited EU competence, indicators and benchmarks are a key design feature aimed 
to facilitate policy coordination and learning (Radaelli, 2008). 

The adoption of official indicators and benchmarks within the EU policy process provides 
for an opportunity to assess the extent, to which such “institutionalisation” of indicators affects 
their further use, e.g. within the subsequent indicator monitoring process. This can be done by 
contrasting the amount of analysis dedicated to specific policy areas. 

Notably, VET and AL are two identifiable sectors of education, covered within the EU 
education and training policy and its monitoring frameworks from the early days. They pose as 
two contrasting cases in terms of their coverage in the target-setting process – while a bench-
mark on adult learning was set-up already in 2003, monitorable VET-specific benchmarks were 
only set up in 2020. 

At the same time, both sectors have evolved to have well defined policy frameworks and 
policy cooperation processes as well as progressively extended availability of statistical data. 
All this provides an opportunity to carry out a comparative analysis of the emphasis put on 
these sectors in the annual monitoring reports of the European Commission and inferring the 
potential impact of the presence of formal indicators/targets on the monitoring process. 

2 Research questions 
This paper aims to analyse the potential relation between a presence of formal, “Institu-

tionalised” quantitative target for a specific area/sector of education and training system and 
the amount of analysis, dedicated to that specific sector, within the reports, which are intended 
to report on the evolution of performance of education and training systems, responding to the 
common policy objectives. More specifically, the research question is: 

To what extent the presence of formally adopted targets relates to the policy attention, 
dedicated to monitoring specific policy priorities or policy areas? 

3 Methodology 
The methodology is based on a three-step approach, using document analysis as the prin-

cipal method of analysis. Notably, the first step concerns mapping of the officially adopted 
targets in the field of education and training and assigning those to the individual policy areas. 
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In the case of this paper, all the targets relevant specifically for AL or VET were identified, and 
the timing of their adoption noted. Given that the mandate to officially adopt common policy 
priorities in the EU is granted to the Council of the EU (further – Council), relevant Council 
documents between 2003 and 2025 were analysed. 

The second step concerns the analysis of monitoring reports, which, at the request of the 
Council, from 2004 have been submitted by the European Commission on an annual basis (ex-
cept for years 2010-2011, were a single monitoring report covered a two-year period) and which 
have evolved to the well-recognised “Education and Training Monitor” publication. Each iden-
tified monitoring report was analysed to identify the space dedicated to the data analysis and 
reporting of the situation in the AL and VET education sectors. A dedicated space was consid-
ered where a specific section or sub-section (identifiable with an individual title) was dedicated 
to the analysis of the situation exclusively/specifically to AL and/or VET education sector. The 
dedicated space was measured in page length (including visuals). 

Finally, the volume of reporting was qualitatively compared to the presence and timing of 
the adoption of targets, and conclusions were drawn on the potential impact of the presence of 
a target on the level of attention/scope of analysis dedicated to that policy area. Also, some 
other factors (e.g., policy agenda, data availability, indicator format, etc.) potentially influenc-
ing the level of attention/scope of analysis were also analysed. 

4 Results 

4.1 The Analysis of Target Setting Documents 
The first step of the analysis – i.e. the identification and review of relevant policy docu-

mentation (the list of key policy documents is provided in Annex I) highlights the multi-layered 
architecture of policy objectives, from EU-wide objectives such as within the “political” 
EU2020 strategy (European Council, 2010), the priorities for education and training domain 
such as ET2020 strategy (Council, 2009) towards sector-specific priorities such as for the VET 
sector (Council, 2020). The mapping also reveals a progressive deepening of the scope and 
depth of qualitative as well as quantitative priorities in the field of education and training in 
general, as well as in AL and VET education sectors in particular. 

However, the AL and VET sectors show somewhat different developments over time. The 
AL sector had a relevant (even if possibly miss-titled) target from the very outset (i.e. the target 
on adult participation in lifelong learning), as adopted in 2003 (Council, 2003). However, sec-
tor-specific qualitative policy priorities were developed only later, with the first action plan for 
adult learning adopted in 2008 (Council, 2008), followed by several further iterations (Council, 
2011b; EU, 2015; Council, 2021c). 

Conversely, for the VET sector, qualitative policy priorities, with the launch of the so-
called “Copenhagen process” were newly adopted in 2002 (Council, 2002b; Bainbridge, 2024), 
though building on a longer-term tradition of European VET policy, originally initiated already 
more than half a century ago (Council, 1963). However, quantitative targets specifically ori-
ented for the VET sector that would allow regular monitoring were largely established only as 
of 2020 (Council, 2020). 

Nevertheless, there were efforts to set-up VET-related indicators and targets earlier. These 
include the VET-specific breakdown of the benchmark on graduates’ employment (Council, 
2012), the IVET learning mobility target (Council, 2011) and the VET-specific breakdown in 
the indicator on upper-secondary completion rates (Council, 2007). However, these did not lead 
to regular reporting specifically for the VET sector. For the learning mobility target, this was 
in particular due to gaps in data availability (European Commission, 2017). VET-specific 
breakdown of graduate employment benchmark was reported more regularly, but often as part 
of broader section on employment outcomes of education. Also notably, the 2007 and 2008 
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monitoring reports, with extensive analysis on both completion rates data as well as VET sys-
tems did not analyse from the perspective of VET the completion rate indicator, which was 
formally linked to VET. 

4.2 The Analysis of Monitoring Reports 
The second step of analysis focused on the monitoring reports produced regularly by the 

European Commission as of 2004 within the education and training policy domain (European 
Commission, 2004), with the latest one currently available released in 2024 (European Com-
mission, 2024). They take the form of staff-working documents, highlighting their technical 
and non-political nature. A summary of this analysis can be found in Annexe II. 

The analysis of coverage of AL and VET in these monitoring documents shows regularity 
(both sectors were covered in almost all the editions of the reports), however, very high varia-
bility in terms of the scope of coverage. Overall, AL sector has been covered by a dedicated 
section or sub-section in all the editions of the reports, though coverage was very limited be-
tween 2008 and 2011. The length of analysis varied from 1 page (in 2008, 2009 and 2011) to 
10 pages (in 2020) or 8 pages (in 2014, focusing on reporting the results of PIAAC survey). 
The average length of analysis was 4.6 pages. 

On the other hand, the regularity of VET sector coverage was somewhat lower. It was not 
covered at all during the first year of reporting and was covered only in sections focused on 
other topics as a breakdown variable in 2005, 2012, 2018 and 2020. However, there was very 
high volume of reporting in 2007 (10 pages) and 2008 (9 pages). The average length of analysis, 
excluding non-reporting years, is 5.1 pages; if including non-reporting years as “0”, the average 
length of analysis is 3.8 pages. 

4.3 The Relation Between Target-Setting and Monitoring 
Now, what concerns the link between the presence of targets for a particular education 

sector and its coverage in monitoring reports, only some tentative conclusions can be made 
from the documents analysed. From the outset, it is clear that the presence or absence of dedi-
cated targets on its own does not prescribe if a sector will be covered or not in a monitoring 
report. This is well illustrated by extensive analysis of VET sector in 2007 and 2008 monitoring 
reports even absent of VET-specific targets and only tentative links with the core indicators in 
the coherent framework of indicators and benchmarks (Council, 2007). 

At the same time, one can conclude that the presence of an official target may have an 
impact on the regularity of monitoring, given that the VET sector, unlike AL, while lacking a 
specific indicator, was not analysed on a fully regular basis. Notably, while AL had a dedicated 
section in all the monitoring reports, there was no self-standing VET section in annual reports 
for 2004, 2005, 2012, 2018 and 2020. This would be one potentially positive effect of having a 
sector-specific indicator adopted as an official indicator or target. It would also, to a certain 
extent, confirm the “institutionalisation” effects of target-setting exercises. 

At the same time, there is no clear link between the presence of a sector-specific target in 
the monitoring framework and the volume of subsequent analysis in monitoring reports. There 
is also no obvious link between the “rank” of the indicator and its prominence in the analysis. 
For example, the inclusion of AL target among the three headline targets of the social pillar 
does not seem to have led to a significantly larger scope of analysis between 2021 and 2024 as 
compared to VET sector, whose targets were of a relatively “lower” rank. 
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5 Discussion 
From the results of the analysis as described above, it would indeed appear that formal 

adoption of policy targets may have some, even if somewhat limited, effects of continued at-
tention being dedicated to the area where a particular target has been set. At the same time, at 
least in the case of EU policy, it is obvious that qualitative policy priorities also likely have a 
significant effect on the coverage of specific policy domain or sector in monitoring process, as 
signified by extensive reporting on VET in 2007 and 2008 even in the absence of a target. 

Furthermore, the amount of analysis dedicated to a particular sector may depend on other 
factors, such as the framing of an indicator. This could be the reason explaining very low cov-
erage of the AL sector during the years 2008-2011, irrespective of the fact that during that 
period it had a dedicated benchmark as well as the launch of a dedicated sectoral policy frame-
work – Action Plan on Adult Learning (Council, 2008). Notably, one of the potential reasons 
for low coverage was that the policy area to which the indicator was assigned was “participation 
in lifelong learning” irrespective of population group, while the actual definition of the indicator 
– “participation of adults in lifelong learning”, focused on only one specific target group. This 
also called for reporting participation in lifelong learning for other population groups (children, 
university students, etc.) and most of the analysis for that policy priority in those years focused 
on those other population groups and the respective indicators. 

As an illustration, the 2008 monitoring report, under the headline “making lifelong learning 
a reality”, apart from analysing adult participation in learning, also analysed the total number 
of years spent in education, enrolment in pre-primary or primary education, participation in 
school and higher education as well as analysis of a composite participation indicator. This 
highlights the importance of aligning, to the extent possible, the scope and the terminology of 
the policy priority and the selected indicator(s) used for monitoring. 

Furthermore, there is also an issue of the integration of the domain-specific policy agenda 
and its monitoring processes with the quantitative targets. For example, since 2002, VET has 
had a dedicated policy agenda (Copenhagen process), with the Council regularly setting (qual-
itative) common policy priorities and Cedefop (an EU agency) monitoring progress towards 
those priorities (Bainbridge, 2024). Nevertheless, despite this policy agenda as well as despite 
calls from the Council, there have been no monitorable VET-specific targets until 2020. Con-
versely, the launch in 2002 of policy cooperation in VET coincided with the discontinuation of 
a dedicated data collection on initial VET by Eurostat, which was earlier used for monitoring 
and analysis of VET sector (e.g. EU, 1997; EU, 2001; Cedefop, 2003). 

Furthermore, Cedefop monitoring reports, while initially drafted in a rather comprehensive 
manner and including analysis of a broader range of EU quantitative targets for education and 
labour market (Cedefop 2004; Cedefop 2007; Cedefop 2010), after 2010, with the launch of an 
elaborate policy priority monitoring process, have focused almost exclusively on qualitative 
analysis (Cedefop 2012; Cedefop 2015; Cedefop 2019; Cedefop 2020). Links to IVET mobility 
scoreboard (another monitoring tool) are likewise limited. 

The AL priority setting and monitoring work seems similarly disconnected. Apart from 
adult learning participation as a headline target, there appears to be limited linkage between 
(qualitative) policy priorities and the (quantitative) monitoring process, despite extensive work 
both by the Commission (European Commission, 2015; European Commission, 2019) as well 
as the OECD (Sekmokas et al., 2024) in designing relevant monitoring frameworks. 

All this suggests a likely complex interplay between the timing of target adoption, the po-
litical importance of the target (i.e. EU-wide headline targets being the most and sector-specific 
targets the least important), as well as the qualitative side of policy priorities in the effects that 
target adoption may have on the policy monitoring and reporting processes. Better data availa-
bility and stronger synergies between quantitative and qualitative policy monitoring processes 
could also bring stronger attention to and visibility of a specific policy domain. 
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6 Forward Looking Reflections 
The year 2025 marks a mid-point in the current EU education policy priority and target-

setting cycle, as well as the end of the European VET policy cycle 2020-2025. It is thus a good 
timing for reflection on the future of such target-setting exercises, the requirements for further 
preparatory work prior to the start of a new cycle in 2030 as well as taking stock of more than 
two decades of experience of enhanced cooperation at the European level in education and 
training policy domain in general and AL as well as VET sectors in particular. 

One of the reflections was already hinted above – i.e. the need to think of better integration 
of the two sides – qualitative and quantitative – of the policy objective setting as well as moni-
toring processes, resource requirements for them, as well as the mandates of institutions in-
volved. Even if recognising their somewhat different temporal horizons, their stronger integra-
tion could be helpful in enhancing policy impact. Linking qualitative and quantitative monitor-
ing processes could also benefit from structured analytical frameworks, with relevant quantita-
tive indicators used, when applicable, beyond the few primary targets. 

Furthermore, linkages to higher-level policy monitoring processes, especially the socio-
economic policy coordination within the European Semester via Joint Employment Report/So-
cial scoreboard could be further strengthened, even if they have a shorter time-horizon. The 
thematic Semester benchmarking frameworks, including one for adult skills and learning, inte-
grating several layers of indicators, go in this direction (European Commission, 2019). 

From a sectoral perspective, for adult learning, the caveat with the headline target is that it 
is input/process-based, without a fully clear view of the outputs (qualifications? skills? innova-
tion? productivity?) to be achieved or the learning demand satisfied. What concerns VET is that 
the setting of policy priorities and quantitative targets could also benefit from the potential ex-
tension of the evidence base towards higher and non-formal VET (EDSC, 2025). 

More strategically, however, would be a reflection on the intended or expected educa-
tional/occupational composition of the EU workforce and how different educational pathways 
could each provide a contribution to it. The current target set-up in this regard is patchy – the 
only quantitative output targets are for tertiary educational attainment and early school leaving 
(covering different age-ranges), but none for VET or adult learning. 

In parallel, from the labour-market side, such reflection may require more precise occupa-
tion-specific quantification of both current shortages as well as longer-term workforce and 
skills needs. For short-term needs (current shortages), while promising, data from online job 
vacancies may not be up to the task due to issues of reliability, representativeness and coverage. 
This may call for going back to other existing sources, such as occupation-specific vacancy 
data from the Eurostat job vacancy survey, which is currently undergoing revision (EU, 2024). 
For longer-term needs, occupational forecasts are likely needed at a much more disaggregated 
occupational and/or industry level than what is available now, e.g. from Cedefop skills fore-
casts. All such work would go towards better addressing the long-standing challenges in under-
standing skills demand and aligning the supply side accordingly (Eurostat, 2016), especially as 
the utility of measuring skills demand via job vacancy data is often constrained, e.g. by aggre-
gation issues. 

Overall, the persistence of labour shortages (Causa and Soldani, 2025) calls for analysis of 
their structural drivers (Marcolin and Filippucci, 2025; OECD, 2024; European Commission 
2023). While wage-related shortages in the private sector economy may indicate competitive-
ness issues, for public services, e.g. healthcare, this may ultimately rest on governmental deci-
sions and public budget availability (Lafortune and Dumont, 2025). There are interesting coun-
try-level examples of sector-specific policies trying to address such structural issues, e.g. in 
Singapore (Sekmokas, 2019). 

Population aging already leads to re-allocation of labour towards health and social care 
sectors and occupations (Lafortune and Dumont, 2025). Changing geopolitical context may 
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result in additional demand in other sectors too. The persistence of labour shortages thus calls 
to assess the adequacy of labour re-allocation processes as well as of the existing supply-ori-
ented policy mix, focused on migration and labour activation (Council, 2024b), especially given 
already high employment (Eurostat, 2024a) and migration (Eurostat, 2024b). 

Furthermore, there are indications of aggregate misalignment between skills supply and 
demand dynamics. In the EU, high-skilled labour supply is growing much faster compared to 
the number of high skilled jobs (Sekmokas et. al, 2020), with potential aggregate EU-wide over-
supply of high-skilled labour estimated to appear by mid-2030s (Sekmokas et al., 2023). In 
addition, there are also indications that the supply of high-skilled labour may be currently un-
der-estimated (Sekmokas, M., 2021), thus making such concerns even more pertinent. Never-
theless, all this needs significant further work, including more granular analysis at sectoral and 
occupational levels. Several ongoing Horizon 2020 projects on skills needs and mismatches 
could possibly provide a valuable contribution to such reflections, though additional effort to 
synthesise their findings would likely be needed. 

Finally, for such reflections, enhancing the statistical infrastructure is likely to be an im-
portant enabler, including better utilisation of data on income and other job quality factors and 
linking them to educational background and attractiveness of educational pathways leading to 
those occupations. A more integrated view of the availability and development of human capital 
(skills, qualifications, workforce) and its financing would be helpful, which likely can only be 
achieved within the framework of the system of national accounts, e.g. via dedicated satellite 
accounts on labour, education and human capital (ISWGNA, 2021). The need for such infra-
structure was recognised already long-time ago in the 1990s and it even made into the Com-
mission’s Memorandum of Lifelong Learning (Commission, 2000) as well as several iterations 
of Eurostat work programme in early 2000s. Unfortunately, progress in this area seems to have 
been rather limited since then. The newly adopted SNA 2025 (ISWGNA, 2025), with stronger 
focus on measuring labour input in the production process, could provide renewed impetus for 
this work. 

It is also important to note that there are several limitations to this analysis. For example, 
the focus was primarily on one specific monitoring instrument – annual Education and Training 
reports. However, there are other important mechanisms, including Cedefop’s policy monitor-
ing of VET as well as country-specific monitoring (including country-specific recommenda-
tions) within the European Semester. Furthermore, the analysis is only based on document re-
view and could be enriched with other methods such as interviews of the staff of EU institutions. 
In addition, this analysis does not capture the actual impact of policies at the Member State 
level. All these and other aspects would be useful avenues for further research. 

7 Conclusions 
This paper has presented the analysis of almost 25 years of quantitative target-setting and 

monitoring work carried out by the EU institutions in the education and training policy domain, 
with a particular focus on AL and VET sectors. The findings indicate that having a dedicated 
target for a specific policy sector may help with ensuring more regular reporting of the situation 
in that sector, thus confirming, to some extent, the “institutionalisation” effects of target-setting. 
At the same time, the presence of targets did not affect the volume of analysis. Furthermore, it 
also appeared that multiple other factors, including other policy monitoring processes, data 
availability and indicator framing likely also have effects on sector visibility. 

As a conclusion, better aligning different target-setting and monitoring exercises would 
likely result in more focused and consistent, therefore also more impactful policy realisation. 
Beyond that, the persistence of labour/skills shortages calls for a re-assessment of the function-
ing of labour (re-)allocation processes and the adequacy of existing, largely supply-oriented 
policy mix. Enhancing data availability e.g. via dedicated satellite accounts could help to better 
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quantify the current and projected skills demands. This could enable more robust policy action, 
including better steering educational provision across pathways and over time, ultimately pav-
ing the way for a tighter feedback loop between labour market and education systems, both of 
which are changing slowly and face substantial adjustment delays. 
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Annexe I: An Overview of Key Policy Documents 2000-2024 
A memorandum on lifelong learning (Commission, 2000), was aimed to initiate a debate on EU lifelong learning 
policy, set out some provisional policy priorities as well as explore the potential of benchmarking to support 
common policy objectives (esp. in Annex II of the Memorandum). 
Education Council report on the Concrete Future Objectives of Education and Training Systems (Education 
Council, 2001) has set-out the common EU policy objectives in education and training as well as a roadmap for 
setting up a monitoring framework. 
Detailed work programme on the follow-up of the objectives of Education and training systems in Europe 
(Council, 2002a). This work-programme has set a list of provisional indicators as well as themes for peer-learn-
ing for each of the common EU policy objects adopted the year before. The list of provisional indicators in-
cluded an indicator on participation in education and training of adults, share of students benefitting from place-
ment (alternance) arrangements as well as several indicators on educational attainment, including upper-second-
ary completion rate, early school leavers and upper-secondary attainment. 
Council Resolution on the on the promotion of enhanced European cooperation in vocational education and 
training (Council, 2002b), setting-out for the first time policy priorities and framework for enhanced European 
cooperation on VET, with the priorities subsequently being updated on a regular basis via later Council deci-
sions. 
Council Conclusions on Reference Levels of European Average Performance in Education and Training (Coun-
cil, 2003), setting up 5 quantitative targets (benchmarks), including a target on adult participation in learning 
(but no explicit target on VET). 
Council Conclusions on new indicators on education and training (Council, 2005), requesting the European 
Commission to develop a coherent framework of indicators and benchmarks 
Council Conclusions on the future priorities for enhanced European cooperation on Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) (Council, 2006), emphasising the importance of statistical data and devoting attention to the 
component on VET within the coherent framework of indicators and benchmarks 
Council Conclusions on coherent framework of indicators and benchmarks (Council, 2007), endorsing a set of 
16 readily available core indicators to be used for monitoring, including an indicator on adult participation in 
lifelong learning. Council Conclusions did not specify VET-related indicators, however Commission Communi-
cation proposing the coherent framework identified two indicators which are linked to VET using breakdowns, 
i.e. the indicator on completion rates and the indicator on stratification of education and training systems. 
Council Conclusions on adult learning (Council, 2008), setting out for the first time specific areas of cooperation 
in adult learning and emphasising the need to ensure monitoring in line with the coherent framework of indica-
tors and benchmarks. The priorities subsequently were updated on a regular basis via later Council decisions. 
Council Conclusions on education and training 2020 strategy (Council, 2009), adopts new benchmarks for the 
period 2010-2020, including a more ambitious benchmark on adult participation in lifelong learning. 
European Council Conclusions on Europe 2020 strategy (European Council 2010), setting out 5 EU headline 
targets, including a double target on education and training (i.e. targets on drop-out and on tertiary attainment) 
Council Conclusions on the benchmark on learning mobility (Council, 2011), set-out two benchmarks on learn-
ing mobility – one for higher education and one for VET, though regular data on mobility in VET was not avail-
able until the benchmark was revised in the 2020 Council Recommendation on VET (Council, 2020). 
Council Conclusions on the employability of graduates (Council, 2012), setting up a European target on the em-
ployment rate of recent graduates, with a possible breakdown also identifying graduates from VET 
Council Recommendation on vocational education and training (Council, 2020), setting-out three EU-level ob-
jectives for VET until 2025 (on VET graduate employability, work-based learning and learning mobility) 
Council Resolution on European Education Area (Council, 2021a), setting-out common EU targets for education 
and training, including a target on work-based learning in VET and a target on adult participation in learning 
The Porto Declaration (2021b) welcoming the three EU headline targets as proposed by the European Commis-
sion in the social pillar action plan, with one of the targets being revised target on adult participation in learning 
Council Recommendation ‘Europe on the Move’ (Council, 2024a), updating learning mobility targets, including 
the target on learning mobility in VET 
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Annexe II: Summary Analysis of Monitoring Reports 
Year  AL and VET targets  Reporting on AL  Reporting on IVET  

2003 First 5 EU education benchmarks 
for 2010 (incl. AL participation 
target), adopted in 2003 and up-
dated in 2007. VET-related target 
only as an indicator breakdown  

No report published  

2004 3 pages  N/A  

2005 4 pages  Some breakdowns  

2006 5 pages  2.5 pages  

2007 5 pages  10 pages  

2008 1 page  9 pages  

2009 1 page  5 pages (incl. CVET)  

2010 Second round of targets for the 
period 2010-2020, updated AL 
target, included VET graduate 
employment rate and VET learner 
mobility targets (the latter lacking 
data for monitoring)  

No report published  

2011 1 page  3.5 pages (incl. CVET)  

2012 4 pages  Some breakdowns  

2013 8 pages (PIAAC*)  3 pages  

2014 4.5 pages  4 pages  

2015 4 pages  4 pages  

2016 4 pages  5 pages  

2017 3 pages  5 pages  

2018 9 pages  Some breakdowns  

2019 6 pages  2 pages  

2020 Third round of targets. 3 targets 
for VET in VET REC; 1 VET and 
1 AL target in EEA REC; AL 
headline target in the pillar of so-
cial rights.  

10 pages  Some breakdowns  

2021 4 pages  4.5 (WBL**)  

2022 6 pages  7 pages  

2023 4 pages  6.5 pages  

2024 5 pages  5 pages  

2025 No report at the time of analysis  

Note. Source: author. Notes: *PIAAC – Programme for International Assessment of Adult Competencies (imple-
mented under the auspices of the OECD); **WBL – work-based learning. 
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Abstract 
Context: The aim of this study is to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the Turkish and 
German IVET systems and to develop the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum proposal. 
Approach: With a qualitative research design, this study collected data through interviews. A 
total of 77 interviews were conducted in Türkiye and Germany within the scope of the 
SKILLS4JUSTICE project funded by HORIZON EUROPE. A content and SWOT analysis 
was conducted in the context of IVET between the two countries in the interview data. 
Findings: The framework of the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum was determined under seven 
basic dimensions by considering the results of the SWOT analysis and the characteristics of the 
countries' IVET education. The general framework of the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum 
design, which aims to strengthen the IVET systems of both countries, was tried to be explained. 
Conclusions:The proposed TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum will enhance skills cooperation 
between Türkiye and Germany, which have a 65-years long labour partnership. It will also 
contribute to the creation of the necessary infrastructure for legal migration and reduce NEET 
and dropout in both countries. 

Keywords 
joint IVET, initial vocational education and training, curriculum, migration, skills mismatch, 
Germany, Türkiye 

1 Introduction 
Recently, Türkiye has taken serious steps to strengthen IVET. Although these attempts 

have led to improvements in vocational education, they have low impact on sustainable im-
provements in IVET curricula due to lack of support mechanisms, especially regarding the la-
bour market and higher education (Kavak, 2023; TEPAV, 2017; Özer, 2021). Suna and Özer 
(2021) stated that students attending vocational high schools have been composed of young 
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people from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds for the last decade. This situation 
negatively affects students' success in vocational education and training, their employment, and 
skill adaptation in the sector (Gökbayrak & Çalışır, 2024). There are problems regarding IVET 
in Türkiye, such as low student success, weaknesses in job-oriented education and insufficient 
skills that are not compatible with the sector, and evolution towards more school-based, theo-
retical, and academic education. According to Ege and Erdil (2023), only 29.8% of vocational 
and technical high school graduates have a good skills match indicating that the skills of nearly 
70% of IVET graduates fail to meet the skills demanded in the sector. Suna and Özer (2021) 
maintain that despite all these negativities, vocational high schools have become the choice of 
students who have achieved high success in the 2019 and 2020 academic years. In addition, 
there have been significant increases in enrolment rates in vocational high schools that have 
been opened recently or strengthened within the scope of cooperation with the private sector. 
The reason for this trend is that many university graduates are unable to find employment that 
matches their skills (OECD, 2023a, p. 101), while unemployment rates of VET graduates are 
slightly lower than those of tertiary graduates (OECD, 2023a, p. 108). 

2 Problem Statement 
The number of students receiving vocational education at secondary school level in Tü-

rkiye is approximately 1.5 million (OECD, 2023b), and this massive number necessitates the 
development of different perspectives for IVET in Türkiye. Research is needed at the national 
as well as international level through partnerships. Türkiye's potential workforce is considera-
bly high and needs to be directed to employment both within the country and abroad through 
IVET. In order to take the changing labour market dynamics into account, efforts should be 
made to restructure vocational education by making changes to the curriculum, allowing for 
broader vocational education curricula, and reducing the number of training occupations (Özer 
& Perc, 2020). According to the Turkish Vocational and Technical Education Policy Document 
(MEB, 2018), it is aimed to create a structure that will meet the workforce needs of the sector 
in vocational and technical education, adapt to developing technology, and ensure effective 
participation of stakeholders in planning and decision-making processes. The envisaged JOINT 
IVET Curriculum proposed in this present study should be designed to include the features set 
forth as objectives in the policy document. On the other hand, in Germany, the shortage of 
specially trained skilled workers is a major obstacle to economic prosperity (Cedefop, 2023, p. 
67), and the employment of well-educated IVET graduates is of great importance. For this rea-
son, in 2017, the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research established the "Research 
for the Internationalization of Vocational Education and Training (IBBF)" fund. This fund aims 
to strengthen institutional research on VET for international cooperation (Steinert, 2020). Grad-
uates from an IVET program carried out internationally or in bilateral cooperation will be pre-
pared to work in intercultural societies and international labor markets (https://www.tovet.eu, 
2022). 

When the current situation is considered, education providers and business world repre-
sentatives appraise the skill demand and supply trends in Türkiye differently and do not have a 
common understanding about IVET. Educational administrators state that skills developed 
through IVET are aligned with the labour market, but the quality of apprenticeship training 
provided by some businesses remains unsatisfactory. Conversely, company managers and pol-
icy makers state the opposite indicating that there is a mismatch between the skills acquired 
through vocational and technical education and the demands of the sector. To summarize, the 
skill mismatch rate is considered high, the sector has intermediate staff shortages, the highly 
skilled either work in low-skilled jobs or go abroad resulting in brain drain, educational appren-
ticeships in the sector are inadequate, and the wages paid to the employees are insufficient in 
Türkiye. 
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Considering the problems outlined above, the general aim of this study is to reveal the 
strengths and weaknesses of the Turkish and German IVET systems and to develop a proposal 
for the design of a Joint IVET curriculum based on the strengths of the two countries and aiming 
to eliminate their weaknesses. It is envisaged to develop the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum 
for both German and Turkish students by integrating rich learning environments such as bilat-
eral student and teacher exchanges, mutual multimedia distance education, practical trainings, 
and apprenticeships in both countries. Both countries will be jointly responsible for the plan-
ning, implementation, and evaluation of the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum. 

The objectives of this particular research are as follows: 
 
RQ1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of IVET systems in Türkiye and Germany 

according to experts’ opinions? 
RQ2. How can a joint curriculum model be developed between these two countries to begin 

an IVET partnership? 

3 Methods 
In this qualitative research, the findings from document analysis of policy papers and rel-

evant literature as well as interview data collected from Türkiye and Germany within the scope 
of the HORIZON EUROPE funded project SKILLS4JUSTICE67F

1 were used. The interview data 
were collected through semi-structured interview questions developed for the project, and both 
countries used the same set of questions. 

The interview questions targeted sector representatives, education providers, and policy 
makers, and they covered a variety of subject ranging from skill demands in the labour market 
to migrant workers. For this paper, the responses that included IVET were identified in the 
Turkish interviews, they were categorized thematically, and they were presented in two head-
ings (strengths and opportunities; weaknesses and threats) through a SWOT analysis. The find-
ings were discussed from the dimensions of a) IVET systems, b) IVET student profiles, and c) 
relationship with the European Union. The data for the German participants were obtained from 
the German colleagues, but since their data was limited, their findings were presented as the 
‘German perspective’ in the last rows of each table when applicable. Therefore, the findings 
reflect predominantly the opinions of Turkish participants compared to a restricted number of 
views by the German participants. 

A total of 77 interviews were conducted in Türkiye and Germany, and the numbers of the 
interviewees are presented in Table 1. The Turkish interviewees included employers, employ-
ment intermediaries, Organized Industrial Zone (OIZ) board members, Chamber of Tradesmen 
and Arts authorities, public and private IVET school directors, and directors of MESEMs (IVET 
centres equivalent to secondary schools). The German interviewee group consisted of experts 
from ministries, education providers, employers, and labour market intermediaries. 

 
 

1  https://www.skills4justice.eu 
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Table 1 
Numbers of Interviews Conducted 

  Employ-
ers 

Employer organ-
isations 

Employment inter-
mediaries 

VET and HE 
providers 

Political 
actors 

TO-
TAL 

Türkiye 19 - 1 14 3 37 

Ger-
many 

8 5 6 17 4 40 

 
The interviews, which lasted 45–90 minutes, were conducted between June 2024 and Feb-

ruary 2025. Both countries have re-analysed existing data in line with the research objectives 
and shared the results with each other for a SWOT analysis. Based on the results, a joint cur-
riculum model was proposed. 

4 Findings 
The findings from the interviews are shortened to keywords and phrases to summarize the 

statements in the data. The initial rows of each table reflect the opinions of the Turkish inter-
viewees, while last row is allocated for German participants’ views where applicable. Further, 
the views of these stakeholders were placed in two groups as ‘strengths and opportunities’ and 
‘weaknesses and threats’ based on the SWOT analysis. 

4.1 Strengths and Opportunities in Turkish and German IVET 
Tables 2–4 present the positive views by the IVET providers, employers, and policy mak-

ers about the IVET systems, student profiles, and cooperation with the European Union or other 
countries. 

As presented in Table 2, the sector representatives and policy makers claim that they try to 
pay higher salaries for IVET graduates to encourage their employment. In the same table, all 
positive views about curriculum, training, and apprenticeship were expressed by Turkish IVET 
providers in contrast to negative views from the sectors and policy makers as presented in Table 
5 in the next section. Therefore, the views by IVET providers and the sectors do not match. For 
instance, IVET providers believe that the curriculum meets the needs of the industry while this 
contradicts the views by businesses. 

Apprenticeship is considered as a way of IVET-sector collaboration and as an opportunity 
for students to acquire skills. The participants see the industry as a ‘driving force’ to which they 
must adapt technologically and curriculum-wise in education. They state that meetings are held 
with stakeholders, and visits are made to businesses. 
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Table 2 
Strengths and Opportunities in the IVET System  
Themes Strengths and Opportunities 
Türkiye   
Labour force  providing higher salaries, benefits, and work conditions to attract labour force  
Qualifications national, sectoral, regional, and international qualification frameworks (e.g. EQF, 

AQF) 
mastery certificate according to Act 3308 of Vocational Education Law   

Curriculum and 
training 

no shortcomings in the curriculum 
the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) works well  

 
 

courses addressing the labour market 
plans to integrate up-to-date topics, e.g. artificial intelligence 

    a. Centralized 
 curriculum 
     

sufficient updates by the MoNE 
consulting authorities to make changes 
curriculum updated with stakeholders 
workshops by MoNE to gather stakeholders’ opinions on curriculum 
‘modules’ written by MoNE 

     b. Training adequate teachers and qualifications 
 MESEM: accepting all students, even in small classes 

private IVET: well-equipped workshop ateliers  
Apprenticeship providing collaboration with the sector 

MESEM: 4 or 5 days a week at workplaces that use new technologies 
schools cancelling contract on misconduct in companies 
familiarizing students with the sector and helping them making decisions about ca-
reers 
sharing professional experiences with students 
employing graduates under contract after apprenticeship  

Access MESEM: student registration for 365 days 
MESEM: opening classes for even less than 10 students  

IVET-sector collabo-
ration 

students' spending four days in the industry 
sending students to businesses for training due to Act 3308 
industry as a driving force for innovation in IVET 
constant cooperation with tradesmen, enterprises, and NGOs 
considering the needs of the market while establishing new schools 
bringing sectors and students together by organizing career days 
helping students in registration in industrial sites for apprenticeship 
policy makers’ meetings with "Provincial Employment Board" for education and em-
ployment policies development 
development of solutions and projects with political and economic stakeholders at lo-
cal and national levels by sectors 

Germany  
 trying to close the gap between people and companies through cooperation and net-

works 
providing skilled workers whose need has increased significantly to the labour market 
e.g. for nursing, contacting clinics and care facilities for the elderly 
training trainees from third countries 
topics on cooperation, vocational schools, and companies 
exchange rounds with companies and vocational school teachers 
expert interviews with vocational school teachers 
offering programmes and workshops most in demand from companies, e.g. exam 
preparation 
offering these formats directly to the refugee groups 
providing networks 
colleagues with a migration background having a different focus, a different perspec-
tive, a source of diversity 
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When compared to the strengths of the Turkish IVET education in general, the similarity 
of the German IVET is that the IVET schools are also in close contact with the sector trying to 
close the gaps. In terms of partnerships with other countries, while some German IVET insti-
tutions aid teachers and refugees from third countries, sector representatives may view immi-
grant workers both as an opportunity for diverse perspectives and as a source of diversity. 

When compared to the strengths of the Turkish IVET education in general, the similarity 
of the German IVET is that the IVET schools are also in close contact with the sector trying to 
close the gaps. In terms of partnerships with other countries, while some German IVET insti-
tutions aid teachers and refugees from third countries, sector representatives may view immi-
grant workers both as an opportunity for diverse perspectives and as a source of diversity. 

Table 3 
Strengths and Opportunities in IVET Student Profiles  

Themes  Strengths and Opportunities 
Türkiye  
Employment young population vs. elderly population in the EU 

finding employment fast 
more than 51% of graduates employed instantly each year 
aiming to gain respect during internship for employment 
being employed in the apprentice workplace by 90% 

     supplying 100% of the labour force in some firms  
Graduate 
tracking 

tracking graduates by the guidance service 
receiving occasional feedback from graduates 
MoNE: graduate tracking system 
OIZs have stronger tracking policies 

Gender trying to increase the number of female students 
Vulnerable stu-
dents 

extra support to students with poor economic conditions 
food scholarships and lunch allowance, government scholarships, half boarding, free hos-
tels 
guidance and counselling teachers 
activities aimed at the vulnerable socio-economic, psychological groups 
tracking problems (e.g. at work, in the family, financial difficulties, psychological 
pressure, bullying) 
10% of school's budget allocated to financially weak students 

Immigrant stu-
dents 

no or very few immigrant students in the west (2-3%) 
many students, 75% in a province bordering Syria 
placement in programs according to secondary education success scores, secondary school 
diplomas required for registration 
students mainly from Iraq and Syria 
PICTES project for immigrant students 

Drop-out no drop-out in the private IVET school in OIZs 
low dropout in public schools 
contacting families 
projects by the MoNE for students dropping out, esp. immigrants  

Germany  
 No data 

 
Some of the most important strengths in terms of students is that the Turkish population is 

considerably young, and IVET is becoming increasingly attractive to them. The Turkish inter-
viewees reported that the IVET graduates had instant job placements by more than 50%, and 
while many of these occurred in the companies where they had their apprenticeships, some 
were placed in prestigious businesses. Two IVET directors said that they tracked their students 
after graduation, especially trough feedback by students themselves. 
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The Turkish IVET students are generally considered as a precarious group compared to 
other types of schools. IVET students usually come from disadvantaged socio-economic back-
grounds and are considered to have lower academic skills. The participants mentioned that 
counselling and financial support (e.g. food, accommodation) is provided when applicable. 
IVET schools in the western parts of Türkiye have fewer immigrant students, around %2-3, 
whereas a school near the Syrian border is reported to have 75% foreign students in the inter-
views. In terms of gender, there is still imbalance in contrast to male students despite the efforts 
to increase the number of female students. However, the directors believe that this inequality is 
decreasing. When looking at drop-out rates, IVET dropout rates are low in public schools which 
have better funds and in private IVET schools. 

No data was found in the German interviews concerning IVET students. 

Table 4 
Strengths and Opportunities in Relationships with Other Countries 

Themes Strengths and Opportunities 
Türkiye’s relationships with the EU countries 
Graduates going 
abroad 
 

employer satisfaction abroad, no adaptation or skill problems 
students’ strong desire to live and work abroad 
3-5% of graduates settling in foreign countries 
added value for Türkiye if students return 

Exchange pro-
grams 
 
 
 
 
 
 

establishing connections with foreign vocational training institutions and companies 
sister schools in the EU, Turkic countries, and the Far East 
some institutions providing Europass certificates 
apprenticeship and job offers from foreign countries 
opportunity to see different workplaces and machinery 
job-shadowing visits for teachers 
projects for international cooperation by teachers 
preparations through language courses 

Funds and aids need for benefitting more from EU funds 
need for machinery, hardware, and grants to Türkiye  

Partnerships cooperation with EU businesses and schools 
Foreign language  interest in German courses and language proficiency 
Germany’s relationship with other countries and Türkiye 
 options for post-qualification, including examinations and practical assessments, availa-

ble in some areas of Türkiye 
establishing a system to provide a qualification portfolio with entrance exams, qualifica-
tion steps, and follow-up assessments to ensure competency 
companies requesting certification for an individual covering the associated costs 
extra language support courses at school and afternoon language support programmes  

 
Regarding cooperation with the EU, many Turkish students aspire to work and live abroad, 

and the students who have had experience through Erasmus exchanges are more motivated to 
emigrate. Exchange opportunities and collaboration with other countries is sought after by 
many IVET schools in Türkiye. One striking comment is the request of more EU funds and 
hardware to Türkiye because of sending qualified personnel to the EU and contributing to the 
EU funds. In Germany, many schools try to provide extra language support, and companies 
assist in arranging accommodation, which are two main requirements to stay in Germany. As 
far as partnerships are concerned, engagement often depends on public funding opportunities 
or needs through self-organised initiatives from the German side. 

4.2 Weaknesses and Threats in Turkish and German IVET 
Tables 5–7 present the negative views by the IVET providers, employers, and policy mak-

ers about the IVET systems, student profiles, and cooperation with the EU and other countries. 
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Table 5 
Weaknesses and Threats in the IVET System  

Themes Weaknesses and Threats 
Türkiye  
Labour force shortage of qualified graduates 

low job application rates with the influence of families who want better conditions 
or white-collar work for their children 
oversupply of university graduates 
excessive NEET and unemployed women 
low wage scales and unfavourable work conditions 
OIZs have to build their own IVETs, companies have to train their own staff 

Curriculum errors in the education system (lack of planning, confusing, diverting from science) 
demand for fewer cultural lessons (e.g. mathematics, physics, biology, chemistry, 
religion, geography) but more vocational courses 
difficulty in meeting fast changing vocational and skills needs 
heavily theoretical education, rote learning, lack of practical skills 
outdated technology in schools 

 a. Centralized 
   approach 
    

teachers not being involved in curriculum changes 
lack of interest by social partners, especially chambers 
lack of involvement of external experts due to reluctance of payment from MoNE  

 
 
 

teachers’ inability to cope with centralized curriculum updates 
insufficient in-service training for curriculum updates 
lack of facilities in workshop ateliers for updated curricula 

    b. Training insufficient quantity and quality of the teachers, workshop ateliers, and equipment, 
esp. in 10th and 11th grades 

 constant need for supplies in workshops of the school 
learning by watching videos after the Occupational Safety Law Act 6331 without 
practice 

Apprenticeship  businesses unable to provide the skills and subjects in the curriculum 
businesses providing only 20-30% of the skills needed 
not allowing the IVET apprentices to work in manufacture, but in administrative 
tasks 
not taken seriously both by students and the education providers 
no consultancy from universities 

Job descriptions need for standardised job definitions, responsibilities, authorities 
IVET-sector 
collaboration 

difficult to organize field trips 
social support needed from stakeholders 
slow response from sectors to e-mails or phones 
relationships with universities or IVET schools only due to formality 
sectors not attempting to help education providers, no feedback 

Germany  
 dependent on getting funding for buildings, renovations, supplies 

financial support needed for vocational training centres 
heavily dependent on the public sector 
colleagues with a migration background having a different focus raising other ques-
tions and being a source of problems 

 
In Türkiye, there is an aggravated shortage of qualified workers, especially in blue collars. 

The reasons for this shortage are mentioned as poor salaries and work conditions, an oversupply 
of university graduates instead of IVET, the increased NEET and lack of enough female work-
ers, and families’ desire to see their children work in better conditions and white-collar jobs. 
The curriculum was criticized by sector representatives and policy makers for failing to meet 
the sectoral demands and lagging behind technological and scientific developments. 

School directors stated that IVET curricula should reduce the number of non-IVET, general 
courses, referred to as ‘cultural courses’ in the Turkish education system and emphasized that 
their students are vocationally focused. However, sectors and policy makers complain about 
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low STEM skills, especially in jobs requiring mathematical knowledge, as will be seen in the 
next table. IVET providers maintained that chambers should be more responsible, teachers and 
facilities should also be supported when renovations are made in the curriculum, and they com-
plained about the inadequate quantity and quality of teachers, workshop environments and 
equipment. 

Concerning internships, some enterprises are reported to fail to accomplish their duties in 
training the students. Furthermore, an IVET provider stated that the confusion about job de-
scriptions should be resolved, and the slow bureaucratic procedures and delayed response from 
the companies impede the collaboration with the sector. On the other hand, some sector repre-
sentatives maintained that the students and education providers should take apprenticeship 
more seriously. Regarding IVET-sector collaboration, both the education providers and sectors 
mentioned lack of interest from either side. 

From the German respondents’ perspective, the supply of infrastructure and technical re-
quirements largely depend on the financing of the public sector. In contrast to findings in Table 
2, some German participants stated that colleagues with a migration background can have a 
different focus, raising other questions and being a source of problems. 

IVET providers, sectors, and policy makers criticise IVET students in terms of capacities. 
Besides the changes in the education system with 12 years of compulsory education, the passing 
requirements made failing classes almost impossible. Therefore, the students might feel more 
comfortable and lose their motivation to study hard to pass their classes. With the added fact 
that many of the IVET students are already disinterested in academic subjects, their competen-
cies in general culture decreases. However, this creates problems in programs that require nu-
meric skills according to the interviews. In addition, IVET students are mentioned as one of the 
most vulnerable groups with complicated social backgrounds, which may contribute to their 
low academic success. 

Most public IVET schools are not interested in tracking their graduates unlike private IVET 
schools. Another problem is that many families still have prejudices against women’s work and 
do not send their daughters to schools, while some girls especially in the Southeast and Eastern 
Türkiye, particularly Syrian students, may drop out of school due to early marriage. Findings 
about increasing drop-out contradict the low drop-out result in Table 3. 

No data was obtained about problems related to IVET students in the German interviews. 
With regard to Erasmus exchange programs, the participation of IVET schools in Türkiye 

is rather low, and the interviewees find the duration short. In addition, many IVET graduates 
want to go abroad for better living conditions and higher salaries. However, they often need to 
receive complementary trainings for professional skills and foreign language to be employed 
abroad. On the other hand, some IVET providers complain about trying to compensate for the 
brain-drain caused by students’ leaving the country. 

For partnerships between countries, the differences in the IVET systems create mis-
matches, and clear solutions are needed because written certificates may not be evidence for 
equivalence of professional skills. Besides the complex legal frameworks in the German VET 
system, there is conflict between companies and IVET providers in the belief of lowering the 
standards to meet the demands by the sectors. A sector representative from Germany also men-
tioned that there should be more exchange opportunities for teachers and students, especially 
in practical fields. 
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Table 6 
Weaknesses and Threats in IVET Student Profiles 

Themes Weaknesses and Threats 
Türkiye  
Student pro-
files 
 
 

low academic skills, esp. in mathematics 
deteriorated, over-flexible passing-failing system 
decreased quality of education 
difficulty in technical programs such as information technologies, electrical-electronics, 
machinery, industrial automation, aircraft due to low STEM skills 
low motivation, use of cognitive skills, and practicality 
need for new digital skills 
need for ability to develop new strategies to increase efficiency and production 
increased drop out 

Graduate 
tracking 

requirement of student login to be tracked 
no research or statistics, only feedback from the industry  

Gender conservative families needing persuasion to enrol female students to IVET 
no work done on gender balance 
more unemployed women, esp. among blue-collar workers (due to family and cultural 
codes) 
men preferred for physical strength while women for fine motor skills or cleaning 

Vulnerable 
students 

most IVET students are disadvantaged 
families with financial difficulties, illiteracy, separated families 
students from countryside, e.g. staying with friends 
communication problems with weak Turkish 
needing psychological support 
problems with roots beyond school   

Immigrant 
students 

working informally   

Drop-out 30% of student drop out in immigrant-dense regions 
increase in the last 5-10 years 
economic problems and language barriers in Syrian students 
not sending immigrant female students to school 
early marriage in immigrant female students 
ministry projects partly keep Syrian students in school 
MESEMs: student profile with mostly expelled students who had problems with previous ed-
ucation and re-enrolled to IVET 
MESEMs: 90% of students with separated parents 
no strategy to monitor the student's special circumstances, monitoring based on individual 
efforts of school administrators or teachers 
no data collection system 
challenging newly introduced grade passing system 
more students transitioning to open education 
high rate of students who never start school 

Germany  
 No data 
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Table 7 
Weaknesses and Threats in Relationships with Other Countries 

Themes Weaknesses and threats 
Türkiye’s relationships with the EU countries 
Recognition of 
qualifications 

not aiming to harmonize vocational training with the EU 
training personnel for Türkiye only 

Exchange pro-
grams 

at an insufficient level, most IVETs never participated in an international program   

Graduates going 
abroad 

most graduates not working/unable to work abroad 
many students attracted to foreign countries due to standard of living rather than profes-
sionally 
aiming to have better income and see different countries 
some students returning from abroad with disappointment 
lack of foreign language proficiency, esp. B1-2 levels 
often complementary training needed to work in the EU 

Brain-drain affects Türkiye negatively, exploits resources 
IVET schools trying to compensate for brain-drain  

Germany’s relationship with other countries and Türkiye 
 heavily dependent on public funding 

accommodation required in Germany 
mismatch in German dual system and Türkiye 
practical work via the training booklet and practical examinations missing from Türkiye 
testing being more reliable than written job certificates 
complicated legal framework and difficulties at vocational schools 
a greater demand for simple language, especially in final exams by companies, but fear 
of ‘watering down’ the high-quality of VET from the education providers’ perspective 
fear of micro credentials in IVET leading to a decrease in dual VET, reduce the chance 
for holistic apprenticeship, increase dependency to single employers 
need for openness in European exchanges, both for teachers and pupils, e.g. practical 
placement in a dementia centre 

5 Structure of the Proposed TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum 
The main justifications of the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum study are presented in the 

SWOT findings section. Some of the SWOT findings supporting the joint curriculum from the 
Turkish perspective can be summarized as the strong desire of the students to live and work 
abroad especially due to low wages in Türkiye, 3–5% of IVET graduates already settling in 
foreign countries, no adaptation or skill problems faced abroad, and apprenticeship and job 
offers from foreign countries due to high demand from the EU. The German perspective can be 
outlined as the aging population, the significant increase in the demand for skilled workers and 
courses (e.g. in nursing for clinics and elderly care), offering courses directly to refugee groups 
and providing them with networks, the potential of colleagues with a migration background 
bringing a different perspective to work, and apprenticeship and job offers for the labour force 
which are available in some areas of Türkiye. Both countries complain about the insufficient 
level of international student and teacher exchanges. Therefore, the mutual exchanges during 
the IVET implementation in the joint curriculum would add innovative experiences and per-
spectives to both countries. 

To overcome the weaknesses and threats and take advantage of the strengths in both coun-
tries, a joint curriculum proposal is made for sharing experience and building a labour force 
partnership. The IVET curriculum to be designed should meet the needs of education providers 
and the sector by evolving from a “predetermined and static” structure to an “adaptable and 
dynamic” system, as emphasized by the OECD (2018). The curriculum should be updated with 
the cooperation of schools, teachers, and the sector and must be aligned with the expectations 
of the partner countries. Bağ (2022) argues that to bring vocational education in Türkiye to 
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world standards, vocational education and training should not be constantly changed, and new 
studies should be conducted by examining the IVET systems in other countries. This model, 
which is proposed to be designed with the aim of providing an international perspective in the 
Turkish and German IVET systems and eliminating the employment problem of graduates in 
the international platform, will also enable the discussion of a new perspective on IVET and 
VET education. According to Wittig (2022), the main characteristics of the IVET system in 
Germany in terms of formal structures and regulations have remained remarkably stable be-
tween 1995 and 2020. While the content of IVET courses has changed in the sense that the 
specific learning objectives for the various occupations were updated regularly to keep up with 
technological innovations, the mission of vocational education and the key principles for de-
signing occupational curricula remained the same. The TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum sug-
gested in this paper is a proposal for the solution of such problems. 

The fact that the German IVET education system is extremely stable whereas the Turkish 
IVET education system is changing rapidly and unpredictably is contradictory in terms of IVET 
education. Combining the advantages of these two countries, which have different understand-
ings of curriculum, will bring a new paradigmatic approach to curriculum design. Therefore, it 
is highly important to discuss the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum, which currently provides 
a general framework for the two countries with seven dimensions, each of which will be elab-
orated upon with further studies. 

The general framework of the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum Model structure is pre-
sented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1  
Structure of the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum 

 
 
The seven dimensions of the TR-DE JOINT Curriculum, which are presented in Figure 1, 

should be discussed within the framework of partnership. The strengths of the German and 
Turkish IVET Curriculum should be transferred to the IVET JOINT Curriculum and the weak-
nesses should be eliminated with cooperation. 
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Figure 2 
Scope of Components of the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum 

 
 
As seen in Figure 2, the ‘Context’ dimension of the curriculum includes the features of the 

curriculum along with the scientific bases of the training programme. Among these features, 
the most important is the curriculum approach. For the proposed IVET curriculum, Dewey’s 
(1907; 1958) active curriculum design approach fits well and implements the processes of 
work- and skill-based education, ensures the transfer of pragmatist philosophy to the education 
system, and adopts the core, subject network, project-centred, and inquiry-based curriculum 
design approach. Apart from Dewey’s philosophy, the curriculum model proposed in this paper 
further suggests the integration of Problem-based Learning, Work-based Learning, and Project-
based Learning approaches into the IVET system. 

Implementing the TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum has the potential to transform the ap-
proach and understanding of vocational and technical education in both countries. Considering 
the changes in many areas such as sectoral orientations, expectations, technological and scien-
tific developments, production and marketing strategies, the curriculum should be revised and 
updated annually, and the dynamism required for vocational education should be added to the 
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IVET curriculum. In addition, a "Career Planning Office" and an "Innovation Monitoring Unit" 
should be established for students with the cooperation of schools and the relevant sectors. 
These units should conduct studies on the skill acquisition processes of students until gradua-
tion as well as CVET and advanced education after graduation. The Innovation Monitoring 
Unit should work with R&D and HR departments in enterprises to develop predictions about 
innovations that will emerge in the future. In addition, attention should be paid to the issue of 
social inclusion and inclusiveness at regional and family levels. 

Due to the limitations of scope in this paper, each curriculum component in Figure 2 re-
quires future in-depth studies in both countries with the involvement of all stakeholders. 

6 Discussion 
Türkiye is one of the countries sending the highest number of immigrants to Germany. 

When Turks who migrate to Germany live together with their own nationals and form very 
isolated communities, their cultural integration becomes difficult. With the TR-DE JOINT 
IVET Curriculum, students who interact with different cultures will be provided with opportu-
nities to participate in the German economy and social life, and safe areas with familiar back-
grounds will promote cultural access. Another important issue for Germany as a destination 
country for immigrants is that it makes financial expenses to organize courses for language and 
skill matching of immigrants from Türkiye. The TR-DE JOINT IVET Curriculum may prevent 
unnecessary financial expenses and loss of labour force during the recognition of qualifications 
and integration process. It will create the necessary infrastructure for the legal migration of the 
workforce from both Türkiye and Germany reciprocally for employment. In addition, this cur-
riculum has a potential to reduce NEET and dropout in both countries. 

In the continuation of this study, the first research studies should be conducted on the anal-
ysis of the conditions for the IVET curriculum partnership, and it would be appropriate to start 
new studies on the dimensions of the IVET curriculum. Secondly, the structure of the TR-DE 
JOINT IVET Curriculum should be designed, then a series of workshops and desk-based cur-
riculum evaluation and development studies should be initiated to obtain expert opinions on the 
design. To conduct a pilot test of the proposed partnership, legal, physical, and scientific tech-
nical infrastructure issues should be investigated, and implementation conditions should be de-
signed in a selected field (e.g. in the health sector). The curriculum structure proposed for the 
TR-DE JIONT IVET Curriculum can be applied to many fields, if not all, within the scope of 
IVET. In addition, if the proposed IVET curriculum model is successfully implemented be-
tween the two countries, it can encourage other IVET collaborations with other countries. 
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Abstract 
Context: At EU and international level, the framework for digital skills calls for increased co-
operation in the field of digital education across national borders and at the same time increases 
the relevance of transversal skills that go beyond subject-specific knowledge and enable suc-
cessful management of professional and private challenges. Digital media offer a range of po-
tentials (e.g. reflecting, systematizing and structuring) to enable flexibility and contribute to the 
promotion of individualized and workplace-related skills. This article uses the example of the 
Erasmus+ funded project “Multimedia Learning Environment for Work-Based Learning Tasks 
for VET Students in the sector of applied informatics” (acronym: MULE) to show how a mul-
timedia learning environment can contribute to the promotion of skills through the design of 
learning and work tasks based on vocational spheres of activity. 
Approach: A design-based research approach (DBR) was chosen for the research design. The 
professional Spheres of Activities (SoA) were identified by means of curriculum analyses, ex-
pert workshops and expert interviews. The research design includes a curriculum and document 
analysis, a semi-structured qualitative interview guide and a standardised questionnaire. 
Findings: A comparison of the identified occupational fields of action from Italy, Serbia, Spain 
and Germany resulted in a cross-national synopsis of three occupational spheres of activity 
(SoA): SoA-1: Developing, programming and testing software applications and solutions. SoA-
2: Developing, installing, testing and administering cybersecurity and data protection. SoA-3: 
Creating, testing, deploying and administering networks and network architectures. Learning 
and work tasks for the applied informatics sector are developed in accordance with these three 
spheres of activity using the task-manager for transnational use. 
Conclusion: Based on three SoA the learning and work task offers the opportunity to create a 
closer link between industry and vocational schools in the sector of applied informatic and to 
promote more flexible vocational training. In addition, the task-manager makes it possible to 
enrich all subtasks with any multimedia design, e.g. with documents, illustrations, photos or 
videos as well as links. This approach makes it possible to cater for different learning types and 
preferences. The learning and work tasks developed can be used together or in teams to inte-
grate work processes from industry into the school curriculum. 

Keywords 
learning environment, digital learning and work tasks, vocational education and training, vet 
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1 Context 
IT professions in particular are becoming increasingly important in shaping the digital 

transformation (Jansen et al., 2020). At the same time, the relevance of transversal skills that 
go beyond specialist knowledge and enable people to successfully master professional and pri-
vate challenges is increasing (Scharnhorst, 2021). For example, the OECD emphasises that 
transversal skills are essential key competencies that are required in various areas of life 
(OECD, 2005). At the same time, the importance of more flexible structures in the field of 
vocational education and training is emphasised, for example by networking vocational schools 
and companies with digital learning tools (Seufert, 2018). At EU and international level, the 
Digital Skills Framework calls for increased cooperation in the field of digital education to 
identify opportunities for the education and training community (teachers, students) across na-
tional borders (Vuorikari et al., 2022). 

In vocational education and training in particular, digital media offer a range of potentials 
(e.g. reflecting, systematising and structuring) to enable flexibility and contribute to the promo-
tion of individualised and workplace-related skills (Howe, 2013). From a German perspective, 
for example, the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs 
(KMK) expects new digital learning environments to offer more cooperative, collaborative and 
individualised learning opportunities (KMK, 2021). At the same time, digital media open up 
new opportunities for inclusive education. By promoting individual learning and development 
processes, strengths, preferences and competences can be individually promoted. By combining 
various media-based functions (e.g. display setting and read-aloud function), barriers can be 
broken down and equal opportunities created through new access to vocational education and 
training (Sonnenschein, 2023). 

How exactly (new) digital technologies are used in the context of vocational education and 
training can be described in a threefold function (Euler & Wilbers, 2020). Digital technologies 
in their function as (1) work tools become the object of learning itself. The use of (new) digital 
technologies not only changes the work processes of a vocational sphere of activity but also 
leads to competence requirements at the employee level (Euler & Wilbers, 2020). Vocational 
spheres of activity (SoA) comprise characteristic task areas. In their entirety, these task areas 
represent an occupation and can be described on the basis of competences. It has been shown 
that an occupation consists of eight to 15 SoA's (Howe & Knutzen, 2022). As (2) universal 
instruments, digital technologies (e.g. mobile devices, tools, cloud computing) can now be seen 
as analogues to basic needs - especially with regard to young adults - resulting in divergent 
requirements for dealing with digital media in vocational education and training (Euler & Wil-
bers, 2020). In their functionality as (3) learning tools, digital technologies make it possible to 
extend sequences of educational programmes (e.g. blended learning) and to redesign pedagog-
ical-didactic learning processes through media-supported learning formats (e.g. microlearning) 
(ibid.). The use of digital media in vocational education and training offers the opportunity “[...] 
to present work processes as learning anchors in a relatively authentic, diversely embedded and 
holistic way” (Howe & Knutzen, 2018, p. 518)68F

1. From a vocational and media education per-
spective, the didactic design of digital learning environments is particularly important alongside 
the technological aspects. One possibility is the didactic concept of digital learning and work 
tasks (Howe & Knutzen, 2022). Learning and work tasks enable project-orientated, work pro-
cess-orientated learning on challenging tasks in professional practice. The term emphasises the 
close interlinking of learning and work, whereby operational work processes are specifically 
harnessed for educational and qualification potential (Howe & Knutzen, 2022). 

 
 

1  Translated by the authors. 
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This article uses the example of the Erasmus+-funded project ‘Multimedia Learning Envi-
ronment for Work-Based Learning Tasks for VET Students in the sector of applied informatics’ 
(acronym: MULE) to show how a multimedia learning environment can contribute to skills 
development through the design of learning and work tasks based on SoA. The integration of 
work-related learning tasks is intended not only to strengthen learning in practice, but also to 
link industry and vocational schools more closely. The multimedia learning environment de-
veloped in MULE addresses the target group of teachers (e.g. teachers, training staff) and learn-
ers (e.g. students, trainees). The multimedia learning environment developed in MULE will be 
made available throughout Europe in Germany, Italy, Serbia and Spain. A particular focus is 
on the promotion of interdisciplinary competences (Scharnhorst, 2021). 

2 Research Interest and Research Questions 
One way of linking industry and vocational schools more closely, creating a flexible access 

to education and achieving comparability at a European level is through SoA. SoA are typical 
task areas of an occupation or sector. They generalise professional work processes which can 
therefore also be compared at European level and describe relevant characteristics of a profes-
sion. In this way, as a part of the project MULE a common Europe wide understanding of the 
typical areas of responsibility in the respective sector can be created (Howe & Knutzen, 2022).  
Based on three identified occupational SoA, it will be shown how learning and work tasks can 
be used to integrate work processes from industry into the school curriculum and to define 
competences to be promoted that can be acquired by the students performing the tasks. The 
design and development of digital learning and work tasks using the example of the MULE 
project is based on the explanations of the german “Kompetenzwerkstatt” and is the central 
topic of this article. The research questions of the paper are: 

 
• To what extent can matching occupational SoA be identified for the applied informatics 

sector of european countries? 
• How does the use of a task-manager support the development of competencies and the 

integration of work processes into the curriculum? 

3 Development and Design of Learning and Work Tasks 
Following Seufert and Euler, the term learning environment can be differentiated into three 

types (2005). (1) In the conventional learning environment, the teaching/learning setting takes 
place in person. (2) In virtual learning environments, the teaching/learning setting is purely 
digital (Seufert & Elter, 2005). Virtual learning environments use the spectrum of e-learning to 
provide both organisational and didactic functionalities (Euler and Wilbers 2020). Virtual learn-
ing environments should depict authentic problems as realistically as possible and enable inter-
action with the learning environment (Niegemann et al. 2008). (3) A hybrid learning environ-
ment combines the first two points mentioned (e.g. blended learning) (Seufert and Euler, 2005). 

In comparison to the use of monomedial formats (exclusive use of text formats), from a 
scientific perspective the term multimedia encompasses the use of various presentation formats 
to convey information (Scheiter et al., 2020). In this sense, the term learning environment refers 
to an organised learning situation to achieve the defined learning objectives (Mulder & Mess-
mann, 2007). 

The superiority of multimedia instructional materials compared to a purely text-based 
presentation is well known. As is the decision-oriented approach to selecting instructional for-
mats. Niegemann and Niegemann (2018), for example, recommend ten learning psychology 
decision fields to consider when designing your multimedia learning programme: (1) format 
decision, (2) content structuring, (3), learning tasks and narration, (4) technical conditions and 
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developments, (5) multimedia design, (6) motivational design, (7) interaction design, (8) time 
structuring, (9) graphic design & layout and (10) implementation. 

However, the occurrence of a successful multimedia effect depends on various framework 
conditions, such as the selection of suitable representations, the characteristics of the learners 
and/or specific features of the text-image combinations. Successful learning with multimedia 
requires, for example, that the images used express visual-spatial facts and that learners can 
process the available information in a targeted and appropriate manner (Scheiter et al., 2020). 

A promising approach to promoting individual and workplace-related skills and at the same 
time enabling a more flexible design of digital teaching and learning opportunities is the ap-
proach of professional spheres of activity (SoA’s). SoA’s offer one way of connecting industry 
and vocational schools in the field of applied informatic in a more flexible way and achieving 
comparability at European level. SoA’s summarise similar or similar work processes in order 
to go beyond the individual case information of the work processes (Howe & Knutzen, 2022). 
SoA can thus be used to derive typical task areas for the applied informatic sector and generalise 
them at a European level in order to create a common understanding of the typical areas of 
responsibility within the sector (Howe & Knutzen, 2022). The didactic concept of learning and 
work tasks comprises project-based learning, which is work process-oriented and considers 
challenging tasks of professional practice. Learning and work tasks relate to a work process as 
a complete work activity to fulfil a work assignment. The focus here is on the systematic linking 
of the learning process and the work process. A work process comprises the following: 

A professional work process represents a complete work action to fulfil a work order. 
Work processes are initiated by customer orders or internal orders. The order is ac-
cepted, planned, carried out and completed, with the work result being a concrete prod-
uct or service (Howe & Knutzen, 2022, p. 17)69F

2 

The combination of theoretical and practical content in learning and work tasks aims to 
promote comprehensive professional skills as well as methodological, social and personal com-
petences (Howe & Knutzen, 2022). Based on this didactic approach, a competence model was 
developed as part of MULE, which also addresses transversal competences for the applied in-
formatic sector. The design and development of learning and work tasks is based on the four 
work process phases (1) order acceptance, (2) order planning, (3) order execution and (4) order 
completion (Howe & Knutzen, 2022). 

The task-manager offers a way to support this previously more didactic and conceptual 
perspective with digital tools. The Task Manager is a browser-based online tool that can be 
used on various end devices. With the help of the task-manager, process- and competence-
orientated digital learning and work tasks can be developed in a low-threshold and uncompli-
cated way. The learning and work tasks developed can be made available for learners (e.g. 
students and trainees) to work on via a multimedia learning environment. How exactly the 
learning and work tasks are developed within the framework of MULE based on the occupa-
tional SoA’s is described below. 

4 Methodological Approach 
To answer the research questions, a design-based research approach (DBR) was chosen for 

the research design (Reinmann, 2017). The SoA were identified by means of curriculum anal-
yses, expert workshops and expert interviews. The research design also includes a semi-struc-
tured qualitative interview guide, standardised questionnaires and a questionnaire on the system 

 
 

2  Translated by the authors. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 535 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

usage scale (Döring & Bortz, 2016). The sample includes, for example, IT managers, computer 
scientist and software developers. The design of the digital learning and work tasks was based 
on Niegemann and Niegamm (2018). The qualitative data analysis was carried out according 
to Kuckartz (2018). 

To identify the SoA in the applied informatics sector, the first step was a curriculum and 
document analysis based on Howe & Knutzen (2022). For example, the following sources of 
information and regulatory documents were analysed for Germany: 

 
• Framework curriculum for the training occupations of IT specialist, IT system electronics 

technician and IT system electronics technician (in German: Rahmenlehrplan) 
• Competence structure model for the occupation of IT specialist 
• Training framework curriculum (in German: Ausbildungsrahmenlehrplan) 
• Module handbooks and study plans 
-  

In a second step the online tool, the Task Manager of the ‘Kompetenzwerkstatt’70F

3, was used. 
The Task Manager is a platform-based learning environment for designing and managing learn-
ing and work tasks (Howe & Knutzen, 2022). The tool offers a digital development environ-
ment that supports the efficient creation and management of work process and competence-
oriented tasks. Based on the information sources and organising tools, a job profile matrix was 
created in the second step in order to match the documents viewed with the work objects and 
suitable work activities. After analysing the image matrix, the first SoAs were created. In order 
to verify the identified SoAs, they were then reviewed by experts from the applied informatics 
sector. 

Each SoA relating to the professional profile of applied informatics can be assigned a list 
of competences that are characteristic of coping with tasks, assignments, problems and chal-
lenges. Therefore, a semi-structured interview guide was developed based on the identified and 
verified SoAs in order to derive both typical tasks and competences to be promoted. 

5 Interim Results 
One of the main objectives of the MULE project is the development and design of a mul-

timedia learning environment enriched with learning and work tasks for the applied informatics 
sector, which is to be used as open educational resources (OER) throughout Europe in Ger-
many, Italy, Serbia and Spain. 

Our interim results for the applied informatics sector show that a total of 10 professional 
fields of action were identified in Germany (see Figure 1). 

A comparison of the identified SoA from Italy, Serbia and Spain resulted in a cross-national 
synopsis of three occupational SoA (see Figure 1, outlined in bold). For the development and 
design of the digital learning and work tasks, the following transnational SoA are taken into 
account within the framework of MULE: 

 

 
 

3  For more information see below: https://kompetenzwerkstatt.net/. 
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Figure 1 
Synopsis of the Spheres of Activity (SoA) 

 
 

• SoA-1: Developing, programming and testing software applications and solutions 
• SoA-2: Developing, installing, testing and administering cybersecurity and data protection 
• SoA-3: Creating, testing, deploying and administering networks and network architectures 

 
SoA-1 includes, for example, tasks such as the development of web applications with da-

tabase access and the integration of content and services between applications throughout the 
entire development cycle. SoA-2 includes, for example, the task of developing security archi-
tectures for multi-cloud environments. SoA-3 includes the development and management of 
networked communication systems using defined security guidelines to ensure the required 
functionality. 

The interim results show that a change is to be expected within the SoAs in the coming 
years. For example, the interim results show that agile software development (Scrum) will help 
to control the structure of SoA-1 in the coming years through artificial intelligence (AI). For 
SoA-2, a high relevance for the skills of employees in applied informatics is currently empha-
sised and will continue to be so in the future. It can be assumed that this SoA will become even 
more important in the future, especially against the background of the use of AI, and that the 
competences to be promoted will lie more strongly in this area. There are overlaps in the trans-
versal competences with regard to the three identified SoAs. At this point, the surveyed argue 
that interpersonal communication skills will become even more important in the future, as tech-
nologies are becoming increasingly complex and it is to be expected that tasks such as pro-
gramming will be increasingly supported by AI in the future. In addition, transparency of the 
processed data should also be guaranteed for customers. The initial results show that subtasks 
can be created for all phases of a task and described in terms of their objectives and content. In 
addition, the task-manager makes it possible to enrich all subtasks with any multimedia design, 
e.g. with documents, illustrations, photos or videos as well as links. Based on the identified 
SoA, the task-manager enables the developed tasks to be made available to the learners and to 
accompany the learning process. It transfers the tasks into a multimedia-supported, digital 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 537 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

learning environment. This approach makes it possible to cater for different learning types and 
preferences. The learning and work tasks developed can be used together or in teams to inte-
grate work processes from industry into the school curriculum. 

6 Conclusion and Further Research 
The task-manager offers the opportunity to create a closer link between industry and voca-

tional schools in the sector of applied informatic and supports the promotion of work process-
oriented skills. The extent to which the multimedia learning environment developed in the 
MULE project also promises learning success remains open at this point. Further studies could 
follow on from this with the following question: To what extent is there a connection between 
the design features of the multimedia learning environment for the sector of applied informatic 
and the subjective learning success of the learners? 

It also remains unclear at this point to what extent the design features of the multimedia 
learning environment promote the anticipated learning transfer of the learners. These aspects 
could be addressed in further studies. 
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Abstract 
Context: In the context of inclusive education, the student population in vocational education 
and training has diversified, which requires the implementation of differentiated instruction 
(DI). There is a lack of knowledge about which DI practices vocational teachers (VTs) imple-
ment taking into account student needs. This study aims is to identify the different DI practices 
used by Estonian VTs and to describe which theoretical DI principles these practices reflect. 
Approach: The research employed a qualitative approach, collecting data through semi-struc-
tured interviews with seven Estonian VTs across various specialties. Theory-based thematic 
analysis was applied to identify DI practices. 
Findings: The study identified four thematic DI practices: creative collaborative strategies, 
group work strategies, case-study strategies, and project-based learning strategies. These prac-
tices facilitated differentiation in three components of the curriculum (content, process, and 
product) and were predominantly implemented in small-group settings. The VTs demonstrated 
creativity in adapting DI practices to align with specific topics and learning contexts. 
Conclusions: The findings highlight the variety of ways in which VTs implement DI practices 
to address student diversity and ensure that students are given an active and responsible role in 
their learning, which is a fundamental principle of DI. 

Keywords 
differentiated instruction, vocational teachers, inclusive education, student diversity 

1 Introduction 
In the context of educational reforms, there is an emphasis on ensuring that all learners 

benefit from a high-quality education that considers their individual needs (Gibbs & McKay, 
2021; Thakur, 2014). This approach aims to facilitate a brighter future and enhance opportuni-
ties for learners' careers and overall life prospects (Bushie, 2015). All of this has led to the 
importance of inclusive education in different education systems and at different levels, with 
the aim of enabling full access to education for all (including vulnerable groups) and promoting 
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opportunities for participation, enabling all individuals to actualise their potential. Conse-
quently, the focus of inclusive education is on students who differ from one another in terms of 
social background, ethnicity, culture, race, gender, family history and economic status (Bushie, 
2015; Eikeland & Ohna, 2022; Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Taylor, 2017; Thakur, 2014; Tomlinson 
et al., 2003). In addition to socio-demographic differences, students also differ from each other 
in terms of academic, emotional and behavioural abilities (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Thakur, 
2014) as well as learning profiles, learning styles, abilities, interests (Bushie, 2015) and learning 
needs (Eikeland & Ohna, 2022; Gibbs & McKay, 2021). 

In vocational education and training (VET), it has been further highlighted that students 
differ from each other in terms of age, level of education (including basic knowledge and basic 
work and study skills and experience), previous life experiences and motivation (Sirk et al., 
2016; 2019; Sirk, 2024; van Middelkoop et al., 2017). 

However, in the context of VET in Estonia, students that differ substantially study in the 
same study group. Therefore, the differences between these students in the context of inclusive 
education are encountered by teachers on a daily basis and this means that they need to be ready 
to teach these students at the same time. It is therefore beneficial to draw on Molbaek's (2017) 
insight into the nature of inclusive education in the direct learning process, that inclusion is 
fundamentally built on the choices of teachers before, during and after teaching and this sys-
tematic work on and awareness of these choices can ensure increased student participation, both 
academically and socially, which in turn leads to increased inclusion. Inclusive education thus 
necessitates that teachers embrace student diversity and commit to adapting their pedagogical 
approach to align with the learning needs of all students in the classroom (Letzel et al., 2022). 

Consequently, there is an emphasis on implementing differentiated instruction (DI), which 
enables teachers to design the learning process from an inclusive education perspective, where 
all students are welcomed in the classroom and any barriers to learning are identified and ac-
tively addressed (Eikeland & Ohna, 2022; Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Porta & Todd, 2022; Thakur, 
2014). This is based on the principle that student diversity is normal and beneficial (Tomlinson, 
2014). This, in turn, presents a challenge for teachers to comprehend the optimal learning op-
portunities for each student and to implement these effectively (Bushie, 2015). Theoretically, 
differentiated instruction (DI) is a pedagogical approach based on constructivism through flex-
ible adaptation of teaching-learning methods, which can be applied across whole-class, small-
group and/or individual activities, taking into account student needs in heterogeneous class-
rooms (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Thakur, 2014). 

As a result, DI is a growing issue in education systems worldwide and should be adopted 
as a common approach on a daily basis to meet the needs of all students in the teaching-learning 
process (Gibbs & McKay, 2021). In VET, it has also been highlighted that DI plays an im-
portant role in developing student vocational competences (Skubic Ermenc et al., 2020). All 
require the effective utilisation and variety of innovative instructional practices that address 
student diversity and facilitate their engagement in the learning process, the development of 
competencies, and the attainment of academic excellence (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Pozas et al., 
2020). However, Taylor (2017) explains that there are no definitive guidelines for achieving 
DI, and that it is up to teachers to determine the most appropriate practice for delivering DI in 
different learning environments. Nevertheless, it has been highlighted that teachers rarely use 
DI practices and show rather low variance in their use of DI practices in their everyday teaching 
(Letzel et al., 2022; Pozas et al., 2020). In addition, prior research has indicated that DI has 
been extensively studied in the context of primary education, but less so in the context of sec-
ondary education, including VET (Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019). Therefore, there is a lack of 
knowledge about the teaching-learning practices of VTs taking into account student differences 
and needs, ensuring student engagement in learning and DI to support their learning. 
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The aim of this study is to identify the different DI practices used by Estonian vocational 
teachers and to describe which theoretical DI principles these practices reflect. 

2 Differentiated Instruction 
The term 'differentiated instruction' (DI) has been defined in various ways, but is most 

commonly described as a pedagogical approach that aims to meet the individual needs of all 
students in a constructive way (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Porta & Todd, 2022; Pozas et al., 2020; 
Riordan & Convery, 2022) by adjusting the teaching-learning methods in a flexible manner 
(Thakur, 2014) to enable them to reach their full potential and individual success (Taylor, 2017; 
Thakur, 2014). In addition, DI is based on various pedagogical theories, such as constructivism, 
collaborative learning, exploratory learning, active learning, as well as the socio-cultural theo-
ries of Vygotsky (e.g., Bushie, 2015; Pozas et al., 2020; Riordan & Convery, 2022 Taylor, 
2017; Thakur, 2014). At the core of these theories, as well as DI, is the student-centred approach 
(Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019), which entails treating all students with 
respect and consideration, regardless of their individual differences. The teaching-learning pro-
cess is guided by the principle that students are given greater responsibility for their own learn-
ing (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Tomlinson, 2001) and that the acquisition of new knowledge must 
build on prior understandings, allowing new knowledge to be constructed (Thakur, 2014; Tom-
linson, 2001). Moreover, the skills, content and learning activities to be acquired must be mean-
ingful to the students. This entails an understanding of why the topic or skill being learned and 
the approach to learning are relevant (Bushie, 2015). 

DI can be implemented by teachers who modify the following aspects of the curriculum in 
the supported learning environment: content (i.e., the relevant knowledge and skills that must 
be taught to achieve the desired learning outcomes), process (i.e., the strategies and methods 
used to facilitate student learning and engagement), and product (i.e., the ways in which stu-
dents demonstrate their achievement of learning outcomes) (Thakur, 2014; Tomlinson, 2001, 
2014). Such modifications may involve one or more of the curriculum elements and should be 
made in accordance with the students' respective levels of readiness, interests and learning pro-
files (Thakur, 2014; Tomlinson, 2001, 2014) and organised using whole-class, small-group, 
and/or individual activities (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Thakur, 2014). 

In order to ensure the implementation of DI in the teaching-learning process, it is essential 
that teachers implement different teaching-learning practices (e.g., project- and problem-based 
learning, personal reflection, jigsaw puzzles, station work, dialogue sessions, flipped classroom 
etc.) to provide students with a variety of learning activities (Bushie, 2015; Eikeland & Ohna, 
2022; Letzel et al., 2022). It is also important to use a variety of learning resources according 
to the level of the students' cognitive structure to enable them to construct knowledge (Thakur, 
2014). This ensures that each student is involved in the learning process according to their 
actual abilities, thereby preventing the exclusion of any student from the teaching-learning pro-
cess (Gibbs & McKay, 2021). It has been highlighted that those teachers who implement DI 
create an inclusive (Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019), positive and safe (fear-free) learning environ-
ment by fostering student personal development, academic achievement (Taylor, 2017) and 
self-confidence (Letzel et al., 2022), as well as supporting relationships between students and 
between teachers and students (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Tomlinson, 2014). As a result, students' 
interest in and motivation for learning and responsibility for their own learning increases (Gibbs 
& McKay, 2021; Letzel et al., 2022; Taylor, 2017) and student well-being is supported (Letzel 
et al., 2022). Therefore, based on previous research, it is evident that the implementation of DI 
in the learning process is essential. 
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3 Methodology 
The DI practices of VTs were collected during the Erasmus+ project Inclusive and Inno-

vative Pedagogies for Educators, which ran from 2020 to 2022. Qualitative data were collected 
through semi-structured interviews. The interview guide was developed based on the theoretical 
foundations of DI and in collaboration with project team members, consisting of partners from 
Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Ireland and Sweden. 

The selection of VTs to be interviewed was based on the principles of purposive sampling. 
Consequently, the study involved those who were actively working as VTs and who had re-
ceived the necessary pedagogical training to implement DI principles in their work. As most of 
the DI practices were obtained from Estonian VTs, only their best practices are presented in 
this study. Estonian VET is part of the national education system, mainly school-based, bridg-
ing basic and higher education. According to the Estonian Qualifications Framework, aligned 
with the European Qualifications Framework, VET is offered at qualification levels 2 to 5, 
including both initial and continuing vocational training and combining theoretical and practi-
cal studies. VET is flexible and accommodates diverse learners, including those without basic 
education or those pursuing vocational training without secondary education. Study formats 
include full-time (either school- or workplace-based) and part-time training. Estonian VET is 
accessible to all and aims to equip individuals both socially and professionally for employment 
and lifelong learning (Vocational Educational Institutions Act, 2013). Consequently, the stu-
dent population is highly diverse in terms of age, experience and learning abilities (Sirk et al., 
2019). 

A total of seven teachers were interviewed for this study. The participants included two 
male and five female VTs, with teaching experience ranging from three to 22 years in the fol-
lowing specialities: trade, national defence, culinary arts, economics and business, logistics, 
construction, and welding. All the participants had a bachelor's degree in vocational pedagogy. 

A theory-based thematic analysis was used to analyse the teachers' DI practices, which 
involved coding the interview transcripts and the subsequent organisation of the codes into 
themes (Clarke & Braun, 2017). First, the researchers ensured the anonymity of the respondents 
in the transcripts by coding them. Second, the three researchers undertook an independent re-
view of the interview transcripts, identifying and coding text passages that described aspects of 
DI implementation. The researchers then organised the codes into theory-based thematic cate-
gories. In this process, based on the theory (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Thakur, 2014), first, the DI 
practices that can be applied to whole-class, small-group and/or individual activities were dis-
tinguished. Second, the authors considered the theoretical basis that posits that the content, 
process and product aspects of the curriculum are modified when applying DI (Thakur, 2014; 
Tomlinson, 2014). 

4 Results 
The analysis identified four thematic DI practices used by VTs to educate a diverse student 

population. These were: 1) creative collaborative strategies, 2) staged group work strategies, 3) 
case-study strategies, and 4) project-based learning strategies. VTs implemented DI in study 
groups where students differed from each other in terms of age, previous education, proficiency 
in Estonian, and life and work experience. This led to DI in the learning content created and 
interpreted by the students themselves, different levels of need for teacher guidance in the pro-
cess, and different outcomes as products created by the students according to their abilities. 

The creative collaborative strategies included such teaching-learning methods as mind 
mapping and drama. Both methods facilitated activities for individual students, small groups 
and the whole class, allowing differentiation in the three aspects of the curriculum – content, 
process and product. 
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The mind-mapping method was used to teach students about the characteristics of products 
in work-based learning groups in the field of trade. The learning content was differentiated 
based on the students' shared experiences in the group work. The VT then gave instructions on 
how to create a mind map, both orally and in writing, as students may understand the task 
differently. The VT observed the students and gave feedback on the group work in the learning 
process. In terms of product, there were many different ways for students to present the learning 
outcomes, producing a mind map on paper or in a Word document or using an online tool. The 
VT used this method frequently and found it to be flexible and applicable to different areas of 
study. 

Drama was used to teach professional ethics to officers. In terms of content, the VT as-
signed the core values of defence forces to small groups who discussed and chose which values 
they wanted to present. During the process, the VT observed and intervened when necessary to 
ensure that the groups did not choose the same values. The students discussed the topics, de-
veloped their own different scenarios and assigned individual roles. In terms of product, the 
groups then came on stage to perform their own dramatisation, some taking ten seconds, others 
a minute. At the end of the lesson there was a summarising discussion about professional val-
ues, which showed the VT how well the students understood these values and how effectively 
the learning outcomes had been achieved. The VT found this method useful and wanted to use 
it more often. 

The staged group work strategies encompassed two teaching-learning methods: the mosaic 
and the gallery walk method. The mosaic method was used to learn theoretical knowledge about 
different types of tea and the use of weapons. The gallery walk method was implemented for 
learning future skills. Both methods supported student activities individually, in small groups 
and the whole class, allowing differentiation in three aspects of the curriculum. 

The mosaic method was used with workplace-based students in the field of trade. First, the 
differentiation of the learning content emerged, as the VT divided the topic into subtopics that 
different students studied independently before the class. In the process of carrying out the 
classroom activities, the VT then divided the students into groups according to the same sub-
topics that the students had prepared at home. During this group discussion the students brought 
up the most important knowledge that needed to be taught to the other students who were stud-
ying other subtopics. Then, the VT divided the students into new groups, where students who 
had studied different subtopics taught them to each other so that all group members learned the 
entire topic. The product phase involved guided whole-class discussions to clarify misunder-
standings and consolidate the learning. The VT explained that this method allowed them to 
draw on both theory and the students' experience and to cover extensive learning content 
quickly. 

In applying the mosaic method to national defence training for learning to handle weapons, 
the VT divided the learning content into subtopics. In the learning process, the students were 
divided into groups and each group was given a subtopic with study materials, on the basis of 
which the students learned together in the group. Afterward, each group taught their subtopic 
to the other groups and learned the other subtopics from the other groups. In terms of the prod-
uct, the students demonstrated their knowledge and skills through an exercise in which they 
disassembled a weapon. The VT and fellow students provided feedback and asked questions. 

The gallery walk method was implemented with students who will become officers. The 
aim was to help them learn skills for the future. In terms of content, the VT formulated questions 
about the topic related to the substantive aspects of the topic, wrote the questions on large sheets 
of paper and hung them on the walls of the classroom. During the process, the students were 
divided into small groups according to the number of questions. The differentiated approach 
was that each group started with a discussion on a single question and after a certain period 
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they moved on to the next question. They read and added their own thoughts and/or comple-
mented what the previous group had written based on their existing knowledge and searching 
for information on the internet using smartphones. This continued until each group returned to 
their first question. In terms of the product, the students checked the answers added by the other 
groups, summarised and presented the result. 

The case-study strategies included two teaching-learning methods: inquiry learning to 
study the history of the Second World War occupation through family stories, and a case study 
in logistics training. Both methods were conducted on an individual basis. The implementation 
of inquiry learning allowed for differentiation of content, resulting in individual interviews of 
students; in the process students collected data through semi-structured interviews with their 
close relatives who had experience/knowledge of the occupation. In the product, the students 
presented a summary of the interview in a freely chosen format, such as a written summary or 
an essay, a PowerPoint or an oral presentation, according to their needs or wishes. The logistics 
VT used a case study that allowed students to systematically analyse the quality of services 
provided by logistics companies. In terms of content and process, students with work experi-
ence were allowed to choose cases from their internship company or where they worked and 
analyse these cases individually and collect data according to the study guide. Students without 
work experience analysed the cases prepared by the VT. In terms of product, the students par-
ticipated in an individual assessment interview, conducted a self-assessment and the teacher 
gave summary feedback to the whole class. 

The project-based learning strategies demonstrated differentiation in content, process and 
product, and the implementation facilitated learning individually and in small groups over a 
longer period including different activities. This theme encompasses four practices. 1) A project 
for learning about construction tools. In terms of content, students were taught in the classroom. 
In terms of process, students mapped their initial knowledge, named the tools from photo-
graphs, and completed a worksheet under the guidance of the VT. Then, in the workshop, the 
students observed the VT demonstrating the use of the tools. In a hardware store the students 
looked for the tools from their worksheets, took photos of them, noted their prices, and as a 
result (product) submitted the completed worksheets to their VT. 2) A project for learning to 
produce a product in a real-world context that involved all students at the same time, working 
in teams to build gazebos for kindergartens and nursing homes. In terms of content and process, 
the students had to perform different tasks at different stages of the construction according to 
their previous knowledge and skills. 3) A project for learning to work in a restaurant. During 
the project, each student was tasked with planning, managing and delivering as a product a 
themed day in their workplace training restaurant for customers. This allowed each student to 
take on the role of chef in the restaurant, while the rest of the group participated as team mem-
bers, undertaking cooking or service tasks as part of individually designed and managed pro-
jects. The students had different tasks in terms of content and process. 4) Business model de-
velopment project was used with students in study groups from different specialities. The VT 
introduced the concept of a business model and ensured that the business idea chosen by the 
students was related to their study field. In terms of process, students collaborated in small 
groups, pairs or worked individually and developed a field-specific business model step by step, 
using various learning methods, such as brainstorming, discussions, research, presentations 
among others; the VT provided guidance based on the students' needs and individual interests. 
In terms of product, the students presented their business model as a poster or PowerPoint. 

5 Conclusions 
The aim of this study was to identify the different DI practices used by Estonian vocational 

teachers and to describe which theoretical DI principles these practices reflect. 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 545 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

The student population of the studied VTs varied mainly in terms of age, background, prior 
education, proficiency in Estonian, as well as life and work experience. 

The findings indicate that VTs employ a variety of DI practices that enable differentiation 
in three components of the curriculum. The majority of these practices were organised in small-
group settings, which also included some individual and whole-class activities (e.g., mind map-
ping, drama, mosaic method). However, some of the DI practices were organised in only one 
way, like the case-study strategies where the activities were planned individually. Furthermore, 
in all the DI practices studied, the students were given an active and responsible role in the 
learning, which is a fundamental principle of DI (Gibbs & McKay, 2021; Smale-Jacobse et al., 
2019). 

It has been emphasised that DI is mainly implemented in terms of content and process, 
with less differentiation in terms of the product (Porta & Todd, 2022). In this study, several DI 
practices appeared where students were given a choice to demonstrate the achievement of learn-
ing outcomes (e.g., mind mapping, drama, inquiry learning). 

Pozas et al. (2020) have highlighted that the implementation of some teaching-learning 
methods may depend on the topic and/or field. The results showed that in VET there are topics 
that are common to all fields of study, such as professional ethics (applied via drama) and future 
skills (applied via the gallery walk), and these practices can be directly transferred. The DI 
practices studied show teaching-learning methods that can be applied to learning theoretical 
topics in various fields, such as mind-mapping, mosaic method and case-study strategies. It has 
been highlighted that teachers rarely use project-based learning (Pozas et al., 2020). This study 
shows how project-based learning can be implemented in a variety of ways, confirming that 
project-based learning is suitable for learning different theoretical topics and skills. Therefore, 
the results indicate that the implementation of DI largely depends on the creativity, flexibility 
and the positive attitude of the VTs in adapting the teaching-learning practices to a specific 
topic. 

Previous studies have highlighted the concern that teachers show rather low variance in 
their use of DI practices (Letzel et al., 2022; Porta & Todd, 2022; Pozas et al., 2020). Variation 
in DI practices did emerge in this study and this can provide inspiration for other VTs. As Porta 
and Todd (2022) have posited, teachers who implement teaching-learning practices based on 
DI principles should share these, in order to support the professional development of their col-
leagues. Consequently, the dissemination of research findings on the implementation of DI can 
assist other VTs in the adoption of the DI approach in their pedagogical work. This, in turn, 
will benefit learners and help to achieve high-quality VET. 

More detailed guidance on these DI practices can be found in the compendium of creative 
practices (Sirk et al., 2022). 
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Abstract 
Context: Refugees in Switzerland face significant challenges when entering the vocational ed-
ucation and training system. The pre-apprenticeship for integration (PAI), a one-year pre-vo-
cational programme which targets unqualified refugees aged 16 to 35, aims to support this tran-
sition by helping participants clarify their aspirations and prepare for an apprenticeship. 
Methods: The study draws on survey and administrative data of 2479 refugees who completed 
the PAI programme between 2019 and 2023. We examined refugees' long-term career aspira-
tions, group-specific characteristics, and post-PAI transitions into VET. 
Findings: PAI participants expressed a wide range of long-term career aspirations, with the 
majority aiming to stay in their current occupational field; others aspired to change fields, pur-
sue further or higher education, become self-employed, or were uncertain. Aspirations were 
shaped by age, family status, and satisfaction with the PAI and were linked to participants' 
likelihood of continuing into IVET. 
Conclusions: The findings highlight the PAI's potential to foster motivating career aspirations 
and successful transitions to IVET, though support is still needed for refugees facing uncer-
tainty or requiring additional time to prepare for an apprenticeship. Continued research on PAI-
participants' pathways will be essential to explore whether refugees can translate their aspira-
tions into sustainable vocational pathways. 

Keywords 
refugees, integration, career aspirations, apprenticeship, dropout 

1 Introduction 
Refugees face considerable employment challenges, often lacking the educational qualifi-

cations and occupational skills required for skilled work (Aerne & Bonoli, 2021; Bundesamt 
für Statistik, 2024). To improve their educational and job prospects, the Swiss government in-
troduced the "pre-apprenticeship to support integration" (PAI) in 2018, aiming to prepare them 
for initial vocational education and training (IVET) and empower them to shape their careers 
proactively (Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft et al., 2018; Stalder et al., 2024). Setting clear 
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career goals and developing aspirations beyond IVET might be particularly relevant for refu-
gees lacking initial vocational credentials, as they must reorient themselves, start their careers 
from scratch, and align their aspirations with the labour market in their host country (Wehrle et 
al., 2019). 

This paper investigates PAI participants' long-term career aspirations and how they link to 
post-PAI VET pathways. In particular, we examine whether participants who stay in VET after 
the PAI have different aspirations than those who drop out. Using the PAI programme as an 
example, we discuss the opportunities and challenges of vocational integration programmes in 
fostering successful transitions to initial vocational education and training (IVET) while sup-
porting sustainable careers. 

1.1 The PAI Programme 
The PAI is a one-year programme covering occupational fields such as catering and hos-

pitality, construction, sales, and healthcare. Its primary goals are to prepare recognised refugees, 
temporarily admitted persons, and late-arriving migrants for regular VET programmes and to 
supply employers with skilled workers. Between 2018 and 2023, over 4000 people aged 16 to 
35 started a PAI programme in Switzerland's German, French or Italian regions (Stalder et al., 
2024). In most cantons, the PAI is structured similarly to the two-year apprenticeship that tar-
gets academically weaker learners. Key elements include combining in-company training with 
school-based education in a particular occupational field, a focus on strengthening language, 
academic, practical, and transferable skills, and the provision of individualised support of PAI 
participants by specialists. Access to the PAI is granted to individuals with work experience 
who lack upper-secondary level vocational qualifications. An assessment prior to the PAI is 
carried out to determine, among other things, whether the candidates have sufficient language 
skills (level A2 or better) and are motivated and capable of fully engaging in the programme. 

The PAI's structure, modelled on regular apprenticeships, offers clear advantages but also 
presents challenges in meeting the specific needs of its target group. Three examples illustrate 
this: First, the full-time nature of the programme may not be suitable for older participants with 
family responsibilities or for refugees with health-related impairments. Second, the absence of 
remuneration may prompt participants who rely on income to opt for unskilled employment 
rather than embark on a VET programme. Third, while focusing on specific occupational fields 
can support targeted preparation for a corresponding apprenticeship, it limits participants' flex-
ibility to switch to another field, potentially reducing their motivation to stay in VET. These 
challenges arise in accessing and completing the PAI and may hinder the transition into an 
apprenticeship thereafter. 

1.2 Career Aspirations 
Aspirations reflect an individual's subjective orientation toward a desired near or distant 

future, shaped by imagination and emotion and influencing learning choices and practices. Ca-
reer aspirations refer more specifically to one's goals and ambitions related to work and career 
development—such as roles, skills, advancement, lifelong learning, or work-life balance (Bar-
hate & Dirani, 2021; Howard et al., 2011). They guide motivation and decision-making and 
contribute to career success (Lent & Brown, 2019; Niessen et al., 2023). Individual factors—
such as personal skills, learning experiences, health, family obligations, and housing—and con-
textual factors—such as educational opportunities and support from institutional actors—play 
a key role in developing aspirations. Research suggests that refugees with higher individual and 
contextual resources are more likely to set clear goals and show curiosity in actively pursuing 
their careers (Wehrle et al., 2019). 
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1.3 Dropping out from VET 
Dropping out of VET is a concern in many countries, including those with dual VET sys-

tems. Reasons for early leaving from VET include mismatches between desired and actual oc-
cupation, low wages, poor VET quality, insufficient skills, low motivation, health issues, older 
age, and migration background (Böhn, 2022; Stalder & Schmid, 2016). Several of these risk 
factors—such as limited language skills, older age compared to peers, or health problems—are 
common among PAI participants. In addition, key occupational fields targeted by the PAI pro-
gramme, such as catering and hospitality or construction, are often perceived as less attractive 
and associated with high dropout rates. Finally, dropout is frequently linked to financial or 
family issues—challenges that may disproportionately affect refugees (Aerne & Bonoli, 2021; 
Coleman Gallagher et al., 2021). 

1.4 Research Questions 
The PAI programme aims to help participants develop long-term career aspirations beyond 

IVET. This goal aligns with a core principle of the Swiss VET system, which strives to enable 
all VET learners to obtain additional qualifications, such as an IVET diploma (three- or four-
year apprenticeship) after an IVET certificate (two-year apprenticeship) or a higher VET degree 
(tertiary level) after an IVET diploma. Such qualifications can open access to more demanding, 
responsible, and personally fulfilling jobs and are key to long-term career development. How 
effectively the PAI supports the development of such aspirations remains unclear and is ex-
plored further in this paper. 

Three research questions guide our investigations: 
 

1. What are PAI participants' most salient career aspirations? 
2. Are particular aspirations more common among specific groups of participants? 
3. What distinguishes participants who continue in VET from those who drop out after the 

PAI? 

2 Data and Methods 
We use survey data from a sub-sample of 2479 PAI participants — mostly refugees with a 

residence permit B (acknowledged refugees) or F (temporarily admitted persons) — who com-
pleted the PAI programme between 2019 and 2023. The refugees frequently came from Eritrea, 
Afghanistan, and Syria. They had an average age of 25.6, with three-quarters being male. Two 
thirds were trained in a programme in the service sector (e.g., retail trades, hospitality, health, 
domestic services), roughly one third in the manufactury and industry secor (e.g., construction, 
mechanics), and only a few in the agriculture. 

Participants completed an online questionnaire during a vocational school lesson shortly 
before the PAI's end. The questions focused on the workplace and school learning environment, 
participants' educational plans for the time directly after the PAI, and their long-term career 
aspirations. 

We assessed career aspirations with an open-ended question ("What kind of work would 
you like to be doing in 10 years?"). The responses were coded using qualitative content analysis. 
The cantonal authorities provided information about the occupational field of the PAI and par-
ticipants' post-PAI pathways. We included information about participants' PAI field (adminis-
trative data) and educational plans (participants' survey) to capture occupational stability vs. 
change and the aspiration to obtain additional qualifications. Additional data included partici-
pants' individual situation (e.g., family, housing, health, planned pathway after the PAI) and 
their evaluation of the learning environment in the PAI (e.g., interesting work, satisfaction, 
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support). We used descriptive and multivariate analyses to explore participants' career aspira-
tions and their connection with VET pathways after the PAI. 

3 Results 

3.1 Refugees' Aspirations 
Content analyses revealed seven dimensions of long-term career aspirations and an eighth 

category indicating insecurity: 
 

• Occupational stability: work in the occupational field of the PAI. Examples: «In ten years, 
I would like to work as a care specialist in a retirement home» (PAI in the health sector); «I 
want to work as a car body painter» (PAI in the car industry). 

• Occupational reorientation: work in an occupation other than the current PAI field. Exam-
ples: «I want to work as a dental assistant» (PAI in housekeeping); «As a gardener» (PAI 
in the construction sector) 

• Further IVET qualification: work that requires an alternative or additional IVET qualifica-
tion—in an occupational field that differs from the one associated with the PAI or that builds 
on an existing IVET certificate (two-year apprenticeship) with an IVET diploma (three- or 
four-year apprenticeship). Examples: "I would like to expand my work – either as a crane 
operator or a lorry driver» (PAI in the construction sector); «As a cook or pastry chef» (PAI 
in hospitality, post-PAI IVET as kitchen assistant) 

• Higher education degree: work that requires a higher vocational or academic qualification 
(tertiary A or B). Examples: «In ten years, I see myself as an architect or civil engineer»; 
«Work as a physics and mathematics teacher». 

• Self-employment/entrepreneurship: working in one's own business. Examples: «I will es-
tablish my own business, either a carpentry shop or a hair salon»; «I would like to have my 
own business and be my own boss». 

• Leadership: work in a leadership position, be "a chef". Examples: «I want to be a store 
manager»; «Work as head chef». 

• Well-being and fulfilment: have decent work, a good life. Examples: «A good job»; «A 
healthy life». 

• Uncertainty. Participants that expressed not being confident about what to work. Examples: 
«I don't know»; «I can't say anything about my future at this moment»; «I'm not sure yet». 
 

The results show that many participants wish to remain in their occupational field (62%). One-
sixth (17%) envisioned themselves working in an occupational field that differed from their 
PAI field and/or in roles that require further IVET (19%) or tertiary qualifications (13%) (Fig-
ure 1). One in ten participants aimed to start their own business or wished to pursue a leadership 
role as an employee in a company. An equal share of participants connected their career aspi-
rations to broader goals such as workplace well-being and self-care. A significant proportion 
(9%) remained uncertain about their future. 

The responses of most participants could be assigned to one (55%) or two (38%) categories. 
The others listed aspirations that covered three (6%) or more (1%) dimensions. Participants 
whose aspirations covered more than one dimension referred most often to staying in or chang-
ing the occupational field, combined with the aspiration to acquire another qualification, run 
their own business or take up a leadership position. 
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Figure 1 
Refugees' Career Aspirations in 10 Years 

 
Note. Source: Participants' surveys, cohorts 1 to 5, years 2019 to 2023; multiple responses are possible 

3.2 Aspirations, Individual Characteristics and PAI Experiences 
The second research question examined whether particular aspirations were more common 

among specific groups of refugees. Focusing on occupational stability versus change, educa-
tional qualifications, and uncertainty, we explored how these are linked to participants' age, 
family situation, work-related interest, supervisor support, and satisfaction with the PAI. Sig-
nificant results are briefly described below. 

Occupational stability. Participants who wished to remain in their current occupational 
field tended to be older and more often married with children. They reported greater interest in 
their work, more frequently felt they could learn a lot, and received better support from their 
supervisor. Generally, they were more satisfied with the PAI field than participants who did not 
mention wanting to stay in the PAI field. 

Occupational reorientation. Participants who emphasised a desire to change to another 
occupational field were often younger, single, and without children. They perceived their work 
as less interesting and less often reported that they could learn a lot. Overall, they were less 
satisfied with the PAI than participants who did not explicitly plan to move to another occupa-
tional field. 

Further upper secondary qualification. Participants who aspired to obtain a (further) IVET 
qualification did not differ in any of the examined characteristics from those who did not men-
tion this aspiration. 

Higher education degree. Participants who aspired to obtain a higher education degree—
whether vocational or academic—were more often younger, female, and (still) living with their 
families. Regarding their learning experiences in the PAI, they did not differ from other partic-
ipants. 

Uncertainty. Participants who expressed uncertainty about their future were younger, often 
single, and without children. They found their work less enjoyable, indicated less often that it 
was conducive to learning, and reported feeling less healthy. In general, they were less satisfied 
with the PAI than participants who did not mention being insecure about their future. 

3.3 Aspirations and post-PAI pathways 
The third research question focuses on participants' post-PAI pathways. We examined the 

aspirations of stayers (i.e., those continuing VET and starting a two-year or three-/four-year 
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apprenticeship) compared to leavers (e.g., those dropping out from VET, starting employment, 
or becoming NEET). 

Results based on cantonal administrative data revealed that 71% of the surveyed refugees 
engaged in VET after the PAI (stayers). Over half (53%) started with a two-year apprenticeship, 
and 18% with a three- or four-year apprenticeship. 27% of the participants did not enrol in an 
apprenticeship or another certifying upper secondary programme (dropouts). Some attended 
another bridging offer (9%), others started to work (5%), but many did not have a follow-up 
solution (16%, including those of whom the cantonal authorities did not have any information 
about their post-PAI pathway). 

Regarding occupational stability versus change, educational aspirations, and uncertainty, 
results show that aspirations are noticeably linked to participants' educational pathways after 
the PAI (Figure 2). 

While occupational stability was valued across all refugee groups, those continuing their 
VET pathway through an apprenticeship were significantly more likely to intend to remain in 
the occupational field of their PAI in ten years (65% resp. 67%). Among them, those who en-
tered a two-year apprenticeship more frequently than others expressed the intention to work in 
an occupation requiring an additional VET qualification—often referring to the goal of obtain-
ing a VET diploma (three- or four-year apprenticeship) after completing their initial two-year 
VET certificate. In contrast, participants in a three- or four-year apprenticeship more often as-
pired to work in a qualified position that requires a higher vocational education degree. 

The aspirations of refugees who did not continue in apprenticeships ("dropouts") differed 
only partially from the stayers' aspirations. Those who entered another bridging programme or 
had no follow-up solution were more likely to indicate a desire to switch to a different occupa-
tional field and less likely to express the intention to stay in their PAI field. Those who started 
directly with a job unrelated to education or training did not differ significantly in their aspira-
tions from participants in other pathways. Interestingly, the uncertainty about future plans was 
not significantly related to pathways: the share of participants who reported not knowing what 
they wanted to work in ten years ranged between 6% and 10% in all pathways. 

Figure 2 
Refugees' Aspirations and Post-PAI Pathways 

 
Note. Source: Participants' surveys and cantonal administrative data, cohorts 1 to 5, years 2019 to 2023 
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4 Conclusion 
Refugees expressed diverse long-term career aspirations, including staying in their current 

occupational field, reorienting to a new one, pursuing further IVET or higher education, entre-
preneurship, leadership, well-being, or expressing uncertainty. Aspirations were linked to age, 
family status, work interest, and satisfaction with the PAI and post-PAI pathways. Stayers—
those continuing in VET—were more likely to want to remain in the PAI field. Two-year ap-
prenticeships were often associated with plans for further IVET, three- or four-year apprentice-
ships with higher education. Dropouts more often sought change. Uncertainty about future ca-
reers was not related to post-PAI pathways. 

The high proportion of participants who wish to remain in their occupational field high-
lights that many companies and schools have succeeded in motivating them for their chosen 
occupational area and preparing them well for an apprenticeship. The fact that some participants 
envision themselves in positions requiring an additional qualification indicates a willingness to 
pursue further training and an awareness that the Swiss VET system offers such opportunities. 
That aspirations are linked to family background and age confirms previous findings. Like other 
learners, refugees with family responsibilities are more likely to be under pressure to qualify 
quickly (i.e. without interruption) and to enter employment. The result that only a few refugees 
transition directly into unskilled jobs is encouraging—additional analyses show that most re-
spondents consider it important to obtain a VET qualification. For those who, for the time being, 
must do another year in a bridging offer, it will be necessary to examine whether they can 
transition to IVET at a later stage. 

One limitation is that this study only includes participants who completed the PAI. It is 
possible that among those who did not finish the programme, there might be more individuals 
with poorer resources (e.g., language skills, social support), individuals who were unable to 
pursue their occupational interests or had to drop out from the PAI early due to personal or 
family reasons—and who, as a result, did not enter vocational education and training. 

For those who complete the PAI, the overall outcome is predominantly positive. The fed-
eral government's goal of preparing refugees for vocational education and training through a 
one-year pre-vocational programme and offering them a long-term career perspective can be 
achieved for most participants. Whether the aspirations of the refugees can ultimately be real-
ised remains to be seen. For now, the focus is on successfully starting, continuing and complet-
ing the apprenticeship. 
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Abstract 
Context: The composition of the workforce is changing due to demographic factors. Four gen-
erations are sharing common workspaces, Baby Boomers, Generation X, Generation Y and 
Generation Z. Generation X and Baby Boomers are supposed to stay longer to job market re-
quiring further capacity building and awareness for the future of work even in developing coun-
tries in Europe such as WB (Western Balkan) countries. Lifelong long is crucial for the future 
of work. CVET (continuing vocational training) is intertwined with lifelong learning. Purpose: 
The aim of this study is to investigate the role of the CVET as strategy for inclusion and readi-
ness for Generation X and Baby Boomers in the workplace focusing on WB countries such as 
Albania. 
Approach: The approach of this study is exploratory, qualitative methods were used. There 
were realized four semi-structured interviews with C-level managers and with eight employees 
from the services and the manufacturing sector. 
Findings: Findings suggest that there is a need to address needs assessment in terms of digital 
skills and sustainable skills, to provide equal access to CVET and public and private sector 
organizations should assess their employee needs in terms of CVET. 
Conclusions: The study concludes with recommendations for policy makers and public and 
private sector organizations in Albania. 

Keywords 
CVET, lifelong learning, generation x, baby boomers, future of work 

1 Introduction 
Digital transformation and sustainable transformation resulted in a paradigm shift for the 

future work especially for Generation X and Baby Boomers, which are expected to stay longer 
in the labour market. Workplace diversity means also multigenerational workforce, genera-
tional diversity are broader than ever in today’s workforce. The multigenerational workforce 
includes employees from different generations such as Baby Boomers (born 1946-1964), Gen-
eration X (born 1965-1980), Generation Y (born 1981-1996) and Generation Z (born 1997-
2012). The main benefits of multigenerational workforce for business organizations are better 
access to multi-skilled teams, increased resilience, increased productivity, stronger talent pipe-
line, greater diversity of skills and outlook and better retention of experience and expertise 
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(OECD, 2020). The three domains from which business organizations can leverage their mul-
tigenerational workforce are recruitment and retention strategies (mobilizing), job quality 
(maintaining) and training and development (maximizing). 

Digital transformation and sustainable transformation resulting in the integration of tech-
nology-enhanced business practices and sustainable business practices has exposed business 
organizations to new challenges of managing a multigenerational workplace to in-crease 
productivity and bridge generational gaps and skills gaps especially in terms of digital skills, 
AI skills and sustainable skills (Choudhary et al., 2024). Most of the current literature in mul-
tigenerational workforce is focused only in exploring Generation Y and Generation Z chal-
lenges for the future of work readiness, recent studies do not focus on Generation X and Baby 
Boomers, which continue to be still a significant part of the workforce facing reskilling and 
upskilling needs. CVET provides opportunities for employees and employers in terms of life-
long learning especially for Baby boomers and Generation X. In WB countries, there is a little 
awareness in CVET.  The development of CVET remains fragmented even if even in this region 
the population is ageing, and Generation X and Baby Boomers are expected to stay longer in 
the labour market and will face challenges in future of work caused by digital and AI transfor-
mation which would result in lack of inclusion and inequalities. 

This study explores the role of CVET as strategy of inclusion of Generation X and Boomers 
in the workplace. In the first section, theoretical background will be presented, in the third 
section research methods will be explained followed by findings in the fourth section and con-
clusions in the fifth section. 

2 Theoretical Background 
CVET enables capacity building with the combination of formal and non-formal learning 

(Thang et al., 2018). Law et al, (2023) argues that these should be promoted equally to offer 
diverse learning experiences especially to older adults. Due to the acceleration of transfor-
mation in the job market, workplace and working conditions, lifelong learning is a catalyst that 
can assure a smoother generational transition and cooperation (Gupta & Misra, 2025).  Apart 
from providing knowledge skills and understanding, lifelong learning is source of personal re-
construction providing opportunities of active participation and engagement in society and im-
proving quality of life (Formosa, 2019). To encourage multigenerational lifelong learning at 
the workplace, the lifelong learning needs of different generations should be addressed. A study 
by Olejnik (2022) shows that management teams have different expectations from employees 
in terms of lifelong learning.  There are generational differences in learning experience and 
learning expectations. Baby Boomers prefer learning independence while Generation X prefers 
learning balance (Thaariq, 2023). A study on managerial learning at the workplace by D’Amato 
& Baruch (2020) concludes that managers from Generation X have stronger learning goals 
orientation compared to managers from the Baby Boomer generation. 

Bangara (2024) suggests that Generation X is oriented towards traditional education be-
cause of expectations of job security and professional growth - a priority for this generation. 
Generation X tend to be more self-reliant in the learning process showing a preference for in 
the job learning, Baby boomers remain open to different learning experience even if they prefer 
to work and acquire new skills in a face-to-face working environment (Berge, 2022).  Genera-
tions show different learning attitudes in the digital learning environment, Yawson & Yamoah 
(2020) suggest that that digital learning environment should contextualize learning processes 
in order to provide better access and inclusion to CVET for different generations. Digital trans-
formation and Covid-19 pandemic have influenced teaching and learning experiences of Baby 
Boomers especially in terms of reconsidering digital learning experience and independent learn-
ing process as well as in order to optimise their learning experience online (Petalla, 2022). Baby 
Boomers prefer to seek help from experts. They show a willingness to invest in appropriate 
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technological gadgets. Whereas Generation X are early adopters of using technology in the 
workplace reaching an impressive level of expertise on integration of technology in the work-
place while remaining very cautious and sceptical concerning ethical issues. 

Moreover, AI revolution is imposing new challenges for the future of work especially of 
Baby boomers and Generation X. Generation X and Baby Boomers show higher resistance in 
AI adaptation at the workplace, especially in terms of use of the AI at the workplace (Randstad, 
2024). As Generation X and Baby Boomers are supposed to stay longer in the workplace it is 
necessary to equip them with hard and soft skills to help them to face the challenges of AI 
revolution. 

Sweden has the highest participation in lifelong of adults aged 25-69 years in Europe in 
2022 (70%), while Greece has the lowest (15%) (European Commission, 2022). 35% of the 
population aged 55-69 years participated in the lifelong learning in 2022 in the EU, women 
have higher participation rates compared to men. Adults aged 55-69 years have the lowest par-
ticipation in lifelong learning compared to other age groups although one of the main objectives 
in EU (European Union) is to provide inclusive working conditions and a prolongation of the 
working lives (European Commission, 2021b). 

CVET is an essential aspect of lifelong learning which is crucial for navigating in the future 
of work within the digital transformation and sustainable transformation. CVET typically refers 
to the education and training which is provided typically after the initial education, and it aims 
to upskill and reskill employees to adapt to the challenges of the labour market. There are dif-
ferent aspects of CVET such as skill development, adaptability, career progression and accred-
itation. CVET is work based when it takes place in the workplace conditions which can be real 
or stimulated, and they aim to improve worker’s ability to perform a task (CEDEFOP, 2015). 
According to Heuer et al. (2022) CVET distinguishes between formal, non-formal work related, 
non-formal non-work related and informal learning and CVET adults concluding that positive 
perception about CVET results on increased participation to CVET. Non-formal CVET does 
not provide recognized certification, and it usually takes place or in the workplace or in training 
and education providers, whereas informal CVET is related to experiential learning or just ex-
perience.  On the other hand, Mara et al. (2022) suggest that participation in a CVET pro-
gramme influences positively the perception of the motivation to participate on a CVET pro-
gram and it affects positively participants’ empowerment in the CVET program. According to 
Ruter (2022), participation intention is a predictor of CVET participation in non-formal CVET 
is influenced by institutional settings whereas participation in informal CVET is determined by 
individual factors (Lischewski et al, 2020). 

CVET is crucial for upskilling for sustainability skills and sustainability practices in the 
workplace (Georgescu & Gliga, 2020). Lapshova and Levchenko (2020) suggest that the low 
participation of adults in VET can be overcome through empowering vocational training as a 
tool for career development and participation. Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic has also 
influenced learning processes in CVET to incentivize the integration of digitalisation in CVET 
learning (Siegfried,2023). In contrast, in Germany, the demand on CVET has declined espe-
cially during the first wave of the pandemic (Dauth & Lang, 2024). Digitalisation and respective 
regulation are crucial for the adaptation of CVET to the future of work (Dörpinghaus et al., 
2024). Furthermore, AI has also been integrated in CVET but there is need to address data 
reliability concerns (Ciavaldini-Cartaud et al.,2024). A recent study by Yusuf et al. (2024) con-
cludes that a hybrid approach of learning that integrated AI with traditional learning methods 
can result in flexible vocational training processes. There are some best practices in integrating 
AI in vocational education and training such in Austria where a strategy for artificial intelli-
gence and training is being implemented (CEDEFOP & Refernet, 2023). CVET represent also 
upskilling and reskilling pathways for adults Generation X and Baby Boomers. 
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In Western Balkan (WB) countries efforts have been made by different countries of the 
region in modernizing VET (Vocational Education Training) focusing mainly on IVET (initial 
vocational education training) especially within the framework of EU integration. CVET re-
mains unstructured especially in Albania where traditional forms of CVET dominate and there 
are not specific inclusion strategies for Generation X and Baby Boomers even though popula-
tion is ageing, and workforce is multigenerational in many organizational contexts. There are 
no specific studies on CVET in the WB and especially in Albania. Taking into consideration 
the previous identified research gaps, the main purpose of this study is to explore how CVET 
can be strategy for lifelong learning and the multigenerational future of work especially in WB 
countries, especially in Albania. 

3 Research methods 
This study adopts an exploratory approach as it aims investigate how CVET can be trans-

formed on a lifelong learning strategy for a multigenerational future of work especially focusing 
on Generation X and Baby Boomers. This study employs qualitative methods. 

Data collection technique: data were collected through twelve semi-structured interviews. 
Semi-structured interviews allow the research to have more in-depth feedback from the inter-
viewees. As the aim of this paper is to have in-depth understanding on the topic of CVET and 
lifelong learning for the future of work of Generation X and Baby Boomers, the semi-structured 
interview is the most suitable data collection technique. Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted during the months of October and November 2024 in the city of Tirana in Albania. 

Sample characteristics: The sampling technique is purposive; participants were selected 
since they were employees and employers. The sample is composed by eight employees and 
four employers. Employers were C-level managers, it was relevant to interview C-level man-
agers because they are responsible for elaborating organisational strategies. Five employees 
belonged to the Generation X and three employees belonged to the Baby Boomer generation 
who were currently in CVET formation.  It was important to understand their needs in terms of 
CVET for their future in the job market. The interviewees belonged to the service sector of the 
economy, precisely to the IT sector and education sector and to the manufacturing sector, more 
specifically to the textile sector. The semi-structured interview grid contained 10 questions fo-
cusing the perceptions of interviewees on CVET, on the challenges and opportunities of CVET 
and digitalisation education in their organisational context and in the connoted of WB countries, 
specifically in Albania and organisational policies regarding CVET inclusion and digital trans-
formation. 

Data analysis- data sets were analysed using thematic analysis. Semi-structured interviews 
were recorded, transcribed and coded. Codes were grouped in themes that are more generic. 

4 Findings 
Three themes emerged from the thematic analysis. These themes are the following. 
The need on transversal skill assessment in terms of digital skills and sustainability skills 

and confusing perception about CVET in WB context- for the interviewed C-level managers 
skills assessments of employees is a constant necessity for the future of work especially in terms 
of digital skills and sustainability skills. Especially in the education sector, the main challenge 
is skill assessment for employees in terms of digital skill and AI skills which of most employees 
tend to basic ICT (Information Communication and Technology) skills. In some cases, Baby 
Boomers employees do not perceive a real digital inclusion. Most of the employees have a 
confusing perception on CVET. In the case of Albania, the concept of CVET remains still ill-
defined and confusing. There is a need to pay attention the assessment of sustainability skills 
in the textile sector, and CVET should be focused in part from hard skills also in soft skills 
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content to sustainability. There is also a need of raising awareness of CVET in Albania among 
employees, the lack of motivation in participating in CVET programs for employees is con-
nected to the lack of awareness on CVET and of their importance of inclusion at the workplace 
and the future of work. 

Equal access to CVET education- for the majority of the employees, in terms of inclusion 
to the workplace, there should be equal access to CVET education opportunities because some-
times they feel that there is not enough information shared about CVET, and even between 
employees there are not shared experiences on CVET participation or CVET engagement. 
CVET education should be accessible to all especially are the later stage of the work life. Baby 
Boomers perceive that they have fewer opportunities in terms of CVET education compared to 
other generations. Employees from the Generation X suggest that it should equal access for all 
the generation in terms of CVET at the workplace and there should be intergenerational collab-
oration in CVET education opportunities especially in terms of digital education. Employees 
are open to lifelong learning, but they perceive that their inclusion in lifelong learning is absent. 

The need for assessment of private and public sector organizations in terms of employee 
CVET needs - for C-level managers in Albanian public and private sector education there is not 
a real inclusion of CVET opportunities in term of training and development of the employees. 
The needs of employees in terms of CVET should be assessed bottom-up especially for Baby 
boomers and Generation X to understand better the current challenges that CVET could address 
in terms of the future of work and lifelong learning. In education sector and textile sector em-
ployees from the Generation X and Baby Boomers are expected to stray longer in the work-
place. Lifelong learning is lacking in organizational strategies especially in tackling employee 
retention and readiness for the future of work. 

5 Conclusions 
This study focused on exploring the role of CVET as a strategy for workplace inclusion for 

Baby boomers and Generation X in the WB countries focusing specifically on the case of Al-
bania. The twelve semi-structured interviews conducted with four C-level managers and eight 
employees from the service sector more specifically IT and education sector and manufacturing 
sector more specifically textile sector. Data   highlighted the importance of assessing employ-
ees’ needs in terms of digital skills and sustainability skills and brought to the fore how public 
and private sector organisations in Albania should assess their needs in terms of CVET as part 
of organizational strategies in lifelong learning. Even if there is willingness to raise awareness 
of CVET, equal opportunities in terms of access to CVET education of Generation X and Baby 
Boomers this remains a challenge resulting in weak inclusion of these two strata of generations 
in CVET education.  This study contributes to the research field of CVET in the context of 
digital transformation and sustain-able transformation giving an employee and employers per-
spective. There are very few studies that focus on the importance of CVET, and the future of 
work form a multigenerational perspective focusing Generation X and Baby Boomers. Recom-
mendations could be made for public and private sector organisations to include CVET in their 
strategies. For policy makers in WB region, it is essential to address more specifically access 
to CVET as a lifelong learning strategy for adults and older adults.  In future, further studies 
could be conducted employing quantitative methods, in which a map of skills assessment could 
also be provided. 
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Abstract 
Context: This study examines how employers and workplace stakeholders perceive the re-entry 
of skilled migrants into their vocational fields after relocating to Sweden. It assesses their def-
initions of an employable migrant and the inclusion strategies they recognise. 
Approach: The concepts of employability and inclusion are utilised to analyse the empirical 
material. Qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted with two company owners, 
two mentors, and a regional coordinator. 
Findings: The results indicate that employable migrants are expected to adapt to workplace 
culture, learn the language, and comply with legal requirements. Their competence, proactivity, 
creativity, and willingness to acquire new skills are valued. Inclusion strategies focus on lan-
guage acquisition, social interaction, and support from management and colleagues, while rec-
ognising the policies and training programs provided by society. The responsibility for inclu-
sion often falls on migrants, rather than addressing systemic barriers, framing workplace inte-
gration as an individual duty. 
Conclusion: Achieving inclusion necessitates balancing personal effort with structural change 
to create more equitable workplaces. 

Keywords 
skilled migration, employability, inclusion, workplace stakeholders 

1 Introduction 
Immigrants navigating the Swedish labour market face a complex interplay of factors in-

fluencing their ability to re-enter their past vocational fields. While individual characteristics 
like education and language skills play a role (Behtoui, 2007; Coleman, 1988) in the process, 
research increasingly emphasizes the limitations of focusing solely on personal skills or quali-
fications. Broader societal structures—such as policies, economic conditions, and cultural 
norms—along with employer actions, significantly shape inclusion outcomes (Anthias, 2001; 
Dehghanpour Farashah & Blomqvist, 2019; Mozetič, 2022a; Mozetič, 2022b). In this context, 
it is vital to point out that research on labour market integration in Sweden and the Nordic 
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region often overlooks the employer perspective (Mozetič, 2022a; Mozetič, 2022b). Thus, this 
paper focuses on the pivotal role employers and workplace play in vocational inclusion. Their 
decisions on recruitment, training, mentoring, and workplace culture impact migrants` possi-
bilities to access their vocation in Sweden and career progression. 

This paper aims to explore how employers and workplace stakeholders perceived skilled 
migrants’ re-enter to their vocational areas after moving to Sweden, and especially how they 
described an employable immigrant and what kind of inclusion strategies they mentioned. Two 
research questions guided the analyses: 

 
1. How do workplace stakeholders characterize an employable immigrant? 
2. What facilitating strategies do workplace stakeholders identify for vocational inclusion? 

 
Through our aim and research questions, we seek to contribute to the critical discussion on 

what defines an employable migrant and the strategies for workplace inclusion. 

2 Previous Studies from Employers’ Perspectives 
Most of the research on how employers describe employable migrants concern workers in 

low-wage industries. Jakobsen and Saether (2023) mean that employers in low-wage occupa-
tions prefer to hire migrants, a phenomenon that is visible both in Europe and in the USA (Ruhs 
& Andersen, 2010; Waldinger & Litcher, 2003). It leads to a clear segmentation of the labour 
market, with migrants being employed in the least attractive jobs (Rye & Reilly, 2020), while 
the domestic labour force has either moved upwards in the hierarchy of work or have been left 
outside of the labour market. 

In a study of the horticulture industry in Norway, the employers constituted “the good 
worker” as persistent, motivated, flexible, takes little sick leave and does not complain about 
work tasks. Furthermore, they have “a deferent attitude in terms of pay and workplace hierar-
chies.” (Jakobsen & Saether, 2023, p. 6). Jakobsen and Saether (2023) highlight that emphasiz-
ing certain soft skills legitimate employers’ hiring of migrants from Eastern Europe, because 
they are considered most suitable for the job. However, focusing these skills are inseparable 
from the fact that low-wage migrant workers is a group that can be easily exploited (Farinella 
& Nori, 2020). 

In a quantitative study, Dehghanpour Farashah & Blomqvist (2019), concluded that for 
managers, migrants’ commitment to the host country’s way of life seemed to be more important 
than job skills, educational level and language proficiency. This is similar to Riemsdijk et al. 
(2015), where the manager describes Norwegian culture already in the recruitment process to 
find out how the job applicant fits in. Bloch and McKay (2015), who studied ethnic enclave 
business entrepreneurs from Chinese, Bangladeshi and Turkish-speaking communities in Lon-
don, described how the entrepreneurs preferred workers from the same ethnic group, based on 
stereotypical descriptions of commitment, ability and attitudes. Ponzoni et al. (2017) found that 
while employers from small companies described refugees as any other employee, employers 
in big companies talked about the value of diversity. However, the employers still used the 
discourse of lack when they described individual refugees. Ponzoni et al (2017), describes that 
the most striking aspects in refugees’ narratives were their high motivation to adapt. The down-
side of this can be that migrants can become too humble, grateful and adaptable, skills that do 
not support career advancement. The researchers mean that both employers and refugees repro-
duce the discourse of lack and deficits. 

It is also important that migrants feel included once they get a job. Riemsdijk et al. (2015) 
have studied the petroleum industry in Norway to examine firm initiatives for the socio-cultural 
incorporation of skilled migrants, and the perceived challenges. They state that employers play 
an important role in the incorporation process (cf. Syed, 2008; OECD, 2006). Riemsdijk et al. 
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(2015) interviewed HR managers and foreign-born engineers in different companies. One 
measure initiated by companies was language courses free of charge, not only because Norwe-
gian was needed at work, but to enable the workers to engage in informal dialogue with Nor-
wegian colleagues. Riemsdijk et al. (2015) highlight the key role of HR, line managers and 
colleagues for the incorporation of skilled migrants at the workplace, but they also argue that 
much depends on the initiative of individual companies. 

3 The Concepts of Employability and Facilitating Strategies for Workplace Inclusion 
The concept of employability is defined in various ways including multiple dimensions 

(Guilbert et al., 2016). Employability has also been used as a European and national policy 
concept to legitimise measures in education systems and the labour market (Fejes & Berglund, 
2009). Guilbert et al’s (2016) review suggested three main approaches: the educational and 
governmental, which is connected to policies of the nation, organizational referring to workers 
employability to organisations and individual, which highlighted individuals’ abilities and com-
petences. The researchers propose an integrative conception that would consider individual, 
organizational, governmental and educational aspects of employability, thus, combining dispo-
sitional, developmental, systemic, and process-related aspects of it (Guilbert et al., 2016). In 
this study, we follow their perception of an employable individual. 

The concept of inclusion is commonly used in special education studies, where it ideally 
means that all children attend the same schools and classrooms, reflecting the principle of equal-
ity. However, interpretations and practices of inclusion often vary (e.g., Mamas & Avramidis, 
2013). Göransson and Nilholm (2014) identified four categories of definitions: placement, 
specified individual support, general individual support and creation of community. We see 
inclusion as social and vocational activity that fosters participation into working community. 
In the same line, we see a facilitating strategy for inclusion that promotes social and vocational 
activities in the workplace. It involves removing obstacles, streamlining communication, and 
providing necessary resources or support to achieve a goal. (e.g., Hauck et al., 2013; Dogherty 
et al., 2010). 

4 Methods 
We used a qualitative research strategy. We followed a purposeful sampling technique and 

did five semi-structured interviews: three women and two men. Interviews lasted between 17 
to 45 minutes. Interviews were done 2020-2021 digitally because of the COVID19 pandemic. 
Interviewees were selected, because they had several years of working experience with mi-
grants: two mentors at hospitals, two company owners and one regional coordinator of a health 
care sector. The mentors had guided several migrants during practical periods and the entrepre-
neurs, one owned a bakery and another a company providing home care services, had employed 
several migrant workers The fifth participant worked as a regional coordinator for health care 
workers and had a broad perspective on the needs of employers in the area. 

In the analysis, we applied the version of thematic analysis that Braun and Clarke called a 
reflective thematic and a codebook thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Thematic anal-
ysis offered us a flexible, yet structured method to explore the interviews. In the first phase, we 
read the transcriptions of interviews carefully, in the second phase we did systematic coding. 
Thereafter, we generated themes. Lastly, we explored the interviews through the lenses of our 
concepts: employability and facilitation strategy for inclusion. We identified 7 themes in rela-
tion to an employable migrant and 14 themes in relation to facilitating strategy for inclusion 
(see Table 1). These themes were intertwined and partly overlapping covering micro level in-
dividual aspects, meso level organisational and macro level societal aspects. 
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During the research process we followed the ethical guidelines from the Swedish Research 
Council (2017), such as informed consent, confidentiality, voluntary nature of the study and 
possibility of withdrawal at any time. The project was accepted by the Swedish Ethical Author-
ity (2020-01139). The study was part of a larger research project called “Integration and Inclu-
sion of Migrants in and Through Vocation and Work” and funded by The Swedish Research 
Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare (FORTE) Grant 2019-00832. 

Table 1 
Identified Themes in The Interviews  

Employability  Facilitating strategies for inclusion  
Professional and social knowledge and 
competence  

Specialized programmes  

Swedish language skills  Diversity and inclusion policies  
Knowledge of Swedish cultural practices at work 
(laws)  

Support from politicians  

Flexibility and adaptability  Practical periods/work  
Willingness to listen and be humble  Inclusive attitudes  
Creativity and activity  Trial service  
Openness to learn new skills  Double staffing  
Willingness to integrate  Support (supervision) from the management and col-

leagues (mentoring)  
Discussion and informal meeting places  
Introduction in the beginning  
Teambuilding and different groups  
Managing problems, conflicts quickly  
Clear instructions and protocols  
Bureaucracy 

5 Findings 
The participants came from various vocational fields and had differing expectations of mi-

grants joining their teams. All participants had experience of working with multiple migrant 
colleagues. Two mentors, Frank and Alice71F

1, worked with highly skilled migrants, including 
doctors and nurses. The two company owners, Lena and Anne, had contrasting approaches: 
Anne welcomed skilled migrants, while Lena preferred hiring unskilled migrants to train within 
her bakery business. Sam, a regional coordinator, provided a broader perspective on employ-
ment challenges in the healthcare sector. 

5.1 Characterization of an Employable Migrant Worker 
Most interviewees emphasized relevant professional skills and experience. Only the bakery 

owner preferred to train employees in company-specific skills. Swedish language proficiency 
was universally valued for facilitating inclusion and effective communication. Flexibility and 
adaptability were also key expectations, with employable immigrants seen as those who could 
align with Swedish work culture and norms. These aspects reflect Guilbert’s et al (2016) indi-
vidual dimension of the concept of employability. However, the interviewees also recognized 
and appreciated what migrants brought to the workplace. For example, Frank stated: 

 
 

1  All names are pseudonyms. 
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There are many who are very well educated and have a long professional career and are 
very motivated to contribute. And they have often also very, very difficult times behind them 
and are very motivated to get a new job and also find a social connection where they can feel 
safe and at home. 

Interestingly, Frank pointed out not only migrants’ contributions but also the sense of be-
longing “they can feel safe and at home”, which has been described as an important aspect of 
inclusion (cf. Lund, 2020). Anne, for her part, appreciated their view of the elderly. “But for 
me, it was also to see that... They have a completely different view of our elderly. They have 
such a respectful view. Yes, they have such a nice view, at least of our elderly. And that's what 
I really fell for.” She described migrants’ approach to people and especially elderly people, who 
are often receivers of homecare services. This was the point, why she wanted to hire migrants. 

When considering what kind of person one should be, the participants highlighted different 
aspects. Mentors Frank and Alice emphasised activeness, creativity, and motivation to learn, as 
did Anne, adding that they would also dare to take their place at the workplace. 

Yes, I would like them to... that they dare to be themselves. That they dare to take their 
place. (….) They can be curious, ask questions, share their experiences and qualities. 
It may emerge after several years that they have worked as a nurse down in their home 
country. So, dare to bring it out. 

These statements can reinforce the individual dimension of employability meaning that it 
is up to the individual to adapt to a new environment, and it is up to their individual competences 
and professional expertise that are valued at workplaces (Guilbert et al., 2016). But there were 
also other perspectives on the importance of prior knowledge, Lena highlighted that the person 
should not be too competent and needed to be humble. 

…because we then train on site, because that's what we've found is the most profitable 
... in the long run for us ... that we do. It's almost easier to take people who haven't 
worked as bakers, because then you're humble, that ‘I can't do this, and I have to learn 
this’. If you come in with a cruel self-confidence, that you have worked as a baker for 
20 years, you do not listen much. 

Thus, a migrant needed to be an active, competent person, but not too competent and not 
too active. This may be due to different vocational areas, Frank, Alice, Anne and Sam working 
in the health care sector, and Lena in the food sector. Also, Frank and Alice met highly skilled 
migrants, whereas Lena wanted to educate her employees herself for the bakery work. Also, 
their organisations differed: small, private companies and big, public organisations. 

Migrants needed to learn Swedish working practices and adapt to them, as Frank said: 
“There may also be attitude problems because you may have grown up in a context where the 
role of the doctor is very different from how we interpret it in Sweden. And you have to be 
prepared to adapt to how we do”. His comment refers to different roles and status medical 
doctors have in different countries. Anne mentioned the Swedish laws: “We are in Sweden now, 
and we have to follow the Swedish laws. You must be able to do your job. She pointed out that 
…... You can't say no to certain jobs, whether you're in the home care sector or in hospital...”. 

Sam confirmed this by saying: 

Laws and rules govern. So the most important thing is that the person coming to a new 
country needs to know what the work culture is like here in Sweden. That is very 
important. And also the person, the individual must be prepared and take to the new 
country's rules, laws. 
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These are two different aspects of working in a new cultural environment. All, both em-
ployers and employees, must follow the laws of the society, which can be regarded as govern-
mental dimension of employability (Guilbert et al., 2016). Whereas cultural practices of the 
work are historically accumulated and change and evolve over time. Besides being adaptable, 
all interviewees highlighted the role of the Swedish language. Alice highlighted that profes-
sional language is different from everyday language. “It is a different language to work profes-
sionally in a different context, also linguistically.”. Lena described how they used their home 
languages during the first two weeks of work and then switched to Swedish. 

Then we usually do so that we take someone who knows their home language as a 
tutor first, so the first two weeks they are allowed to speak Persian or Thai or Arabic 
or whatever it may be, and we are very good with that; for two weeks they can do that, 
then it will be spoken Swedish. And when it comes to explaining risks or so on, it's 
done in both languages. So that's what we do. 

This type of working practice can also be described as a facilitating strategy of inclusion, 
how migrants can learn Swedish and also that important issues can be learned bilingually. This 
type of practice can also be described as a translanguaging practice meaning that different lan-
guages are seen as a resource for learning. New working practices to support migrant workers 
can be reflected as an organisational dimension of employability (Guilbert et al., 2016), but also 
as a facilitating strategy for inclusion at the organisational level. 

5.2 Facilitating Strategies for Inclusion in Workplaces 
The participants identified several strategies to facilitate inclusion: learning Swedish and 

new working practices were seen as essential. From a societal perspective, diversity and inclu-
sion policies were highlighted, with regional leaders advocating for prioritizing skills and qual-
ifications over nationality or origin. As Sam said: “Knowledge is what matters. It is not where 
you come from.” Specialized programs, such as the Fast Track (Snabbspåret), were noted for 
bridging gaps in skills and language. Political and managerial support was deemed crucial for 
fostering a welcoming environment for professional migrants. 

At the workplace level, measures like thorough introductions, practical training periods, 
and informal meeting spaces were emphasized. Bilingual working practices and pairing em-
ployees, as suggested by Anne, were also seen as effective inclusion methods. 

But what we did very well, at least in [name of the area omitted] where we took in quite a 
lot of people, was that we had a double staffing group. It was a group of staff. They went two 
all the time, the clients were double-staffed. And that's where we saw a breakthrough in learning 
the job. Because then there was one who was fluent in Swedish all the time, while the other one 
didn't need to speak so much, but to take in information. Because we saw that when you knew 
your job, when you proved that ‘I know this even though I can't speak the language completely’, 
then the customers gained a lot of confidence in them. Because they could still have a dialogue 
with the other person. And those who came in and worked in the double staffing group, those 
migrants learnt Swedish so much faster. 

Anne saw this type of working practice as important for both learning the work and the 
Swedish language. But also for customers to learn that there are diversity of vocational persons. 
This type of working practice required support from colleagues too. This aspect was mentioned 
by all the interviewees. Frank stated that the colleagues’ role was important to deliver infor-
mation and support. “Well, it's to bring them along and be a, both a supervisor and a friend and 
create security and tell them how things work here and be a sounding board”. Frank also pointed 
out that a colleague could be a sparring partner, someone to discuss with. 
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Alice stated that it is also important to have structures that facilitate inclusion in the organ-
isation. 

And this means that we are extremely used to receiving people who do not work in our 
organisation every day, but who... well, but who are supposed to work here. So we 
have a lot of structures for how we integrate new people. What we want to see is that 
we make an assessment of the level of knowledge, but also the level of competence. 
And in that competence, it's not just putting your medical knowledge into practice, but 
it's also social competence and cultural competence. And that, of course, is a subjective 
judgement. We do not do some kind of final exam. Instead, we work with these people 
as our colleagues in everyday clinical practice. And in our practice, we have an ongo-
ing dialogue about all our patients. So all of us at senior level have a lot of exposure 
to these people. And therefore, as an employer, I often get quite a... well, a broad pic-
ture. In our organisation, there are nine other people besides myself who make these 
assessments. 

In her statement, Alice took up different assessments that they do to facilitate learning and 
inclusion. Alice is referring to the validation process. When a migrant professional seeks for 
validation of their competence in Sweden, it includes theoretical and language tests and practi-
cal assessment at work. 

Discussions with colleagues and informal encounters were also mentioned as important 
inclusion practice as Anne stated: 

And also this. ‘No, come on, we shall, we go and have lunch?’ Or this simple thing. Not 
the one that is just organised, that ‘on Thursday at three o'clock you and I will have coffee’. 
But: ‘Do you have a lunch box with you? Yes, but how nice. Why don't we go and eat now?’ 
That you do this a little simple. That it's not so organised all the time, like that. To invite. You 
could say, inviting them into the group. That's kind of the most important thing in everyday 
life. Small things. Not always that we three go away, but that everyone is welcome. 

Anne’s statement also shows, what the other interviewees pointed out, that an attitude that 
makes everyone feels welcome, is important when there are people with different backgrounds 
working together. 

Sam thought that inclusion is “about tolerance. Um, it's about curiosity. (…) So it's about 
someone trying to accept another.” Reflecting the individual’s approach to new people and their 
way of doing things. 

Lena took up that if there are conflicts it is important to raise the issue and discuss. ”And 
that... that's how we've chosen to deal with the different cultures,... when there's a clash and we 
stand and look at each other like we're from different planets, then we choose to sit down when 
there's time to talk about it.” 

6 Discussion 
This study aims to explore how workplace stakeholders perceived skilled migrants’ re-

enter to their vocational areas after moving to Sweden, and especially how they described an 
employable immigrant and what kind of inclusion strategies they mentioned. A limitation of 
this study is the small number of participants, with four persons working in the same sector, the 
healthcare sector. In addition, some were working in small, private companies and others in 
big, public organisations. 

The employable Immigrant Worker 
The interviewees worked across various fields, from industries requiring no formal educa-

tion to professions demanding extensive university training. Notably, the bakery employer’s 
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description of an ideal worker aligns with research on low-wage industries—prior skills matter 
less than adaptability to workplace needs. Like in Jakobsen and Saether (2023), she values hu-
mility and flexibility. Many studies highlight employers’ expectations for migrants to adapt to 
local norms and workplace culture (Dehghanpour Farashah & Blomqvist, 2019; Riemsdijk et 
al., 2015). However, cultural adaptation extends beyond low-wage jobs to high-status profes-
sions like medicine. Healthcare work requires teamwork and patient interaction, meaning doc-
tors must adjust not to obedience, as seen in unskilled jobs, but to a cooperative work culture. 
This also involves updating professional knowledge and understanding Swedish laws. A recur-
ring theme is the emphasis on migrants' resilience—their drive to relocate is seen as a strength 
by both bakery employers and medical mentors, contributing to motivation and employability. 
Yet, a tension exists between adaptability and the assertiveness associated with drive, particu-
larly in the bakery industry. Some statements highlighted specific migrant advantages, such as 
attitude to elderly people. Language development was mentioned as crucial for workplace in-
clusion. These results bring forward the individual dimension of employability (Guilbert et al., 
2016). 

Facilitating Strategies for Inclusion in Workplaces 
Participants identified various strategies for fostering inclusion, with an emphasis on lan-

guage acquisition, workplace adaptation, and legal compliance. However, this focus on indi-
vidual adjustment risks placing the burden of inclusion solely on migrants rather than address-
ing structural barriers. While policies like the Fast Track program, were seen as effective in 
bridging language and competence gaps, they still operate within a system that often demands 
conformity rather than mutual adaptation. The extent to which workplaces and institutions ac-
tively change to accommodate diversity remains unclear. 

Echoing Hauck et al. (2013) and Dogherty et al. (2010), participants stressed clear guid-
ance, open communication, and collaboration as key to inclusion. Workplace strategies in-
cluded onboarding, practical training, and social interactions, with double staffing—pairing 
newcomers with fluent Swedish speakers—cited as a way to accelerate language learning. 
However, these measures largely assume that migrants must fit into existing structures rather 
than questioning whether those structures should evolve to be more inclusive. Supportive col-
leagues were seen as crucial for inclusion, informal practices like lunch invitations and casual, 
open conversations were encouraged. While practical support exists, the emphasis on individual 
adaptation risks reinforcing a one-sided approach where migrants must conform rather than 
workplaces and society actively adapting to diversity. 
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Abstract 
Context: Reference-group effects are well-established in educational psychology. However, 
whereas they have been thoroughly researched in primary and secondary education, little is 
known about their influence in vocational educational and training (VET) contexts. In this ex-
ploratory study, we examine whether reference-group effects impact multiple indicators of VET 
success (i.e. satisfaction, motivation, and dropout) – over and above the influence of secondary 
school learning contexts. 
Approach: To test our assumptions, we worked with a sample of VET students from the Na-
tional Educational Panel Study. We clustered VET students into VET occupational groups as 
well as former secondary schools; hence, we calculated cross-sectional multilevel models. 
Findings: Results show a complex pattern of VET reference-group effects. VET occupational 
status positively affects VET satisfaction, whereas it negatively influences competition-ori-
ented motivation. We also found negative contrast effects of VET achievement on VET school 
satisfaction, but not on any of the other outcomes. Lastly, findings reveal that VET students 
who went to low track secondary schools are disadvantaged regarding multiple measures of 
career success. 
Conclusions: These findings reveal the necessity to acknowledge VET contexts as relevant 
frames of reference and to invest more research into understanding their complex influence. 
Secondly, they hint at the importance of offering extra support to VET students from low track 
schools in order to counterbalance the long-term disadvantages of secondary school reference-
groups on their occupational success. 

Keywords 
reference-group effects, big-fish-little-pond-effect, dropout from VET, satisfaction, motivation 

1 Introduction 
Adolescents spend much of their time in educational contexts, such as secondary schools, 

universities, vocational training firms or vocational schools. These learning environments con-
stitute an important stepping stone to adolescents’ further occupational pathways and hence can 
be considered relevant influences on career success (Achatz et al., 2022; Göllner et al., 2018; 
Leuze, 2007; van den Broeck et al., 2023). 
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Amongst other aspects of the learning environment, the peer group has been identified as 
a highly impactful influence on individual success (Hattie, 2002; Trautwein et al., 2009; Ni-
kolov & Dumont; 2020; Ryan, 2000). In particular, reference-group theory states that social 
groups provide points of reference to individuals, thereby shaping their self-perception and 
subsequent behaviour. Specifically, two types of reference-group effects can be distinguished: 
positive assimilation and negative contrast effects (Kelley, 1952; Marsh, 1984, 1987; Sherif, 
1937). Strong empirical evidence for both has been found in educational environments: whereas 
school status positively affects academic self-concept and other educational or occupational 
outcomes (i.e. assimilation effect), school achievement has a negative impact (i.e. contrast ef-
fect; Göllner et al., 2018; Marsh, 1991; Marsh et al., 2023). Hence, educational reference-
groups can be considered highly relevant to adolescents’ career success. 

The majority of reference-group research focuses on the impact of compulsory educational 
contexts, such as primary and secondary schools and classrooms. Post-compulsory reference-
groups, i.e. higher or vocational education contexts, remain largely unexamined (Warwas et al., 
2016; Zhang, 2021). However, evidence from one learning context cannot be generalised to 
another, as each environment displays unique characteristics (Tynjälä, 2013). Therefore, the 
aim of our study is to test the exact nature of reference-group effects on career success in non-
compulsory educational contexts. 

To achieve this goal, we will make use of the German educational system. In Germany, 
non-compulsory education is not only highly prevalent but also institutionalised, which makes 
it possible to cluster individuals into VET reference-groups (BIBB, 2023; Cedefop, 2020). We 
will focus on vocational education and training (VET) as for most German adolescents VET 
constitutes the first step towards an occupational qualification (BIBB, 2023) and hence can be 
considered a highly relevant point of reference. 

We we will examine VET reference-group effects on multiple indicators of VET success. 
To account for both contrast and assimilation effects, we will analyse how a) the achievement 
composition of VET occupations and b) VET status impact VET success. As little knowledge 
exists regarding reference-group effects in VET, we will take an exploratory perspective by 
examining the impact on various outcomes that we do not only deem relevant to VET students’ 
career success (Achatz et al., 2022; Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 2008; Idris et al., 2023) but that 
also have been related to peer influences in past research: satisfaction, motivation and dropout 
(Nikolov & Dumont, 2020; Rathmann et al., 2018; Rjosk et al., 2015; Wu & Becker, 2023). 

2 Theoretical Background 

2.1 Reference-Group Effects: Contrast and Assimilation 
Educational psychologists have demonstrated repeatedly that adolescents’ learning envi-

ronments shape their self-perceptions, academic performance and career development (e.g. 
Kyriakides et al., 2021; Marsh et al., 2023; Reynolds et al., 2014; van den Broeck et al., 2023). 
Reference-group research is one psychological research tradition that focuses on such educa-
tional context effects and has identified two opposing mechanisms underlying these relations: 
negative contrast and positive assimilation effects (Kelley, 1952; Marsh, 1984, 1987; Sherif, 
1937). 

Contrast effects describe negative influences of peer group achievement on academic and 
career outcomes. According to reference-group theory they result from comparisons within the 
reference-group, which stress differences between oneself and other group members (Bergold 
et al., 2021; Marsh, 1984, 1987). The most prominent contrast effect is the big-fish-little-pond 
effect (BFLPE), which describes a negative effect of average group achievement on academic 
self-concept–while controlling for individual achievement (Marsh, 1984, 1987, 1991; Marsh et 
al., 2000). Assimilation effects, on the other hand, describe a positive effect of reference-group 
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status on educational outcomes. The assumed underlying mechanism is a between-group com-
parison process, which leads to an identification with one’s own reference-group. Consequen-
tially, norms, values and behaviours of one’s group members spill over to the individual (Ber-
gold et al., 2021; Lüdtke et al., 2005; Marsh, 1984, 1987; Marsh et al., 2000; Ryan, 2000). A 
well-known assimilation process is the basking-in-the-reflected-glory-of-others-effect 
(BIRGE), which describes a positive influence of reference-group status on academic self-con-
cept (Cialdini et al., 1976; Marsh, 1984, 1987, 1991; Marsh et al., 2000; Marsh et al., 2023). 

Psychological research shows that assimilation and contrast effects exist simultaneously, 
although sometimes the contrast effect is reported to be stronger (Göllner et al., 2018; Lüdtke 
et al., 2005; Marsh et al., 2000, 2023; Wolff et al., 2021). In order to disentangle the two mech-
anisms from each other, the majority of current studies model contrast and assimilation effects 
simultaneously (e.g. Göllner et al., 2018; Marsh et al., 2023; Nagengast & Marsh, 2012; Wolff 
et al., 2021). Hence, in our study, we will adapt this procedure to gain a comprehensive picture 
of the opposing reference-group effects at play. 

2.2 Reference-Group Effects in German VET 
Although reference-group effects have been found to be highly robust across nations (Fang 

et al., 2018; Nagengast & Marsh, 2012; Seaton et al., 2009) and compulsory educational set-
tings (e.g. Kohlmeier, 2024; Preckel et al., 2010; Szumski & Karwowski, 2015), they have only 
rarely been tested in non-compulsory educational contexts. Most research focuses on various 
types of primary or secondary schools, whereas we only know of few studies examining refer-
ence-group effects in higher education (Payne & Smith, 2020; Zhang, 2021) and in VET 
(Warwas et al., 2016). 

Although VET constitutes the major educational pathway for German secondary school 
graduates (BIBB, 2023), we are aware of only one study exploring reference-group effects in 
VET: Warwas et al. (2016) examined the influence of VET classroom achievement on students’ 
intrinsic learning motivation and did not find significant contrast effects. One possible expla-
nation for these null-results lies within the unique structure of the German VET system. The 
authors argue that VET classrooms might not be the most relevant frame of reference for VET 
students, as they also spend time in a second learning environment: training firms. 

While learning in VET schools is highly standardised, training firms constitute workplace-
based learning environments. Depending on their VET occupation, students spend more time 
in one of the two contexts: In dual VET occupations (e.g. service and industrial occupations), 
students visit school 1-2 days per week and work at the training firm the rest of the week. In 
school-based VET occupations (e.g. social and health occupations), longer periods of schooling 
alternate with multiple-week-long internships in training firms (Cedefop, 2020). The former 
type of VET makes up the majority of positions (BIBB, 2023). 

Usually, VET students from multiple training firms, but from the same occupations are 
clustered within VET classrooms. This structure fosters multiple types of comparisons between 
VET students: They might relate their own status and achievement to that of their peers at 
school and/or in the training firm. These peers, in turn, are impacted by an often-different group 
of VET students, as they spend time in different VET schools or training firms. Consequently, 
training firm and VET school environments are strongly intertwined in the German VET con-
text, resulting in a complex system of multiple direct and indirect reference-group influences 
(see Figure 1). 

Based on these considerations, we argue that it is necessary to identify reference-groups 
that are able to depict this complex network of peers. Therefore, in our study we will focus on 
VET occupational groups instead of examining either training firm or VET school effects in 
isolation. We believe that this methodology allows us to capture the effect of VET reference-
groups on career success. 
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Figure 1 
Exemplary Clustering of VET Students Within VET Schools and Training Firms 

 

2.3 Reference-Group Effects on VET Success 
Traditionally, contrast and assimilation effects have been examined on academic self-con-

cept (Marsh, 1984, 1987; Marsh et al., 2000). However, they have long been generalised to a 
variety of outcome variables, including interest (Lohbeck et al., 2024; Trautwein et al., 2006), 
educational attainment (Göllner et al., 2018; Marsh et al., 2023), aspirations (Göllner et al., 
2018; Nagengast & Marsh, 2012; Marsh et al., 2023), career choices (Rosenqvist, 2018; van 
den Broeck et al., 2023) and labour market outcomes (Göllner et al., 2018). In our study, we 
will focus on multiple indicators of success that are relevant to VET students’ career pathways: 
satisfaction, motivation and dropout. We argue that these outcomes are not only relevant to 
positive occupational development, but also that their association with reference-group effects 
is highly plausible. 

Previous research shows that satisfaction and motivation are positively associated with 
VET success: Both have been related to dropout from VET (Böhn & Deutscher, 2022; Holt-
mann & Solga, 2023), which in turn is an important risk factor for long-term negative career 
development, including unemployment or unskilled labour (Achatz et al., 2022; Brzinsky-Fay, 
2022; Brzinsky-Fay & Solga, 2016). 

Furthermore, reference-group research has related these two indicators of career success to 
peer group influences. In some studies, satisfaction (Bear et al., 1998; Rathmann et al., 2018; 
Wu & Becker, 2023) and intrinsic motivation (Rjosk et al., 2015) were found to be impacted 
by reference-group achievement. Others, however, did not find such contrast effects, neither on 
satisfaction (Nikolov & Dumont, 2020; Wu & Becker, 2023; for review see Dijkstra et al., 
2008), nor on motivation (Warwas et al., 2016). We aim to shed light on these inconsistencies 
by examining reference-group status and achievement effects on both of these indicators of 
VET success. Additionally, we will examine effects on dropout from vocational training, as 
dropout is related to both satisfaction and motivation (Böhn & Deutscher, 2022; Holtmann & 
Solga, 2023). Hence – although not tested previously – we hypothesise that reference-group 
influences might also be at play here. 
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3 Methods 

3.1 Sample 
We worked with data from Starting Cohort 4 of the National Educational Panel Study 

(NEPS-SC4, Blossfeld & Roßbach, 2019)72F

1. NEPS is a multi-cohort-sequence survey that fol-
lows adolescents’ educational and occupational trajectories over their life course. It comprises 
a large set of information on adolescents’ competencies, sociodemographic backgrounds, socio-
emotional resources and educational environments, including secondary school and VET con-
texts. Hence, it is well suited to examine reference-group effects on VET success (Blossfeld et 
al., 2011; Fuß et al., 2016). 

Our sample consists of adolescents who reported to be in VET during wave 8 (autumn/win-
ter 2014/15) of the study, when information on all outcome variables was available. We only 
included VET students from reference-groups with data from at least 10 individuals to minimise 
sampling error of reference-group information (Lüdtke et al., 2008). This procedure is in line 
with previous reference-group studies (Jansen et al., 2022; Stäbler et al., 2017). It leads to a 
final sample size of N = 3,282. 

3.2 Measures 

3.3 VET Success: Satisfaction, Motivation and Dropout 
In an exploratory manner, we examined reference-group effects on eight outcome variables 

in total, most of which were measured in wave 8: three subdimension of satisfaction, 4 types of 
learning motivation and dropout from VET (LifBi, 2024). 

Self-reported satisfaction with VET school, with VET overall and with life in general was 
measured using one 11-point item each. The wording of the items was: “All in all, how satisfied 
are you with your life at the moment?” for life satisfaction and “How satisfied are you with 
your vocational training (school situation)?” for satisfaction with VET (VET school). Individ-
uals answered on a scale from completely unsatisfied (0) to completely satisfied (10). 

Apart from that, we examined effects on four types of learning motivation: profession-
oriented, competition-oriented, performance-related and intrinsic motivation. All of them were 
measured using four 4-point-scale items each. Item examples for each subdimension of moti-
vation can be found in Table 1 (see Appendix). For each dimension, we calculated Weighted 
Likelihood Estimates (WLEs) based on Multidimensional Item Response Theory, making use 
of the mirt package in R (Chalmers, 2012; R Core Team, 2023). Reliability levels were accepta-
ble (performance-related: .76, competition-oriented: .83, profession-oriented: .68, intrinsic: 
.75). Lastly, we dummy-coded dropout based on self-reported episodic information, indicating 
whether the training in question was completed successfully (0 = no, 1 = yes). 

3.4 Contrast Effects: Individual, VET-Average and School Average Achievement 
To measure contrast effects of reference-group achievement, we used math achievement 

test scores. Previous research has shown that reference-group effects are strongest in the math-
ematical domain (Becker et al., 2024; Bergold et al., 2021). Consequently, if we do not find 
significant effects in this domain, we would not expect to find them in any other domain. 

The main focus of our study are the effects of VET reference-group achievement; addition-
ally, we included individual achievement and secondary school-average achievement data into 

 
 

1  This paper uses data from the National Educational Panel Study (NEPS; see Blossfeld & Roßbach, 2019). 
The NEPS is carried out by the Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories (LIfBi, Germany) in cooperation 
with a nationwide network. 
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our analyses. Modelling individual achievement is common practice in reference-group re-
search to disentangle individual from group achievement effects (e.g. Marsh, 1991; Marsh et 
al., 2023; Wolff et al., 2021). Furthermore, we controlled for secondary school average achieve-
ment, as previous reference-group studies found lasting secondary school reference-group ef-
fects on individual development, even after graduation (Göllner et al., 2018; Marsh, 1991; 
Marsh et al., 2023). 

All three variables were calculated based on Weighted Likelihood Estimates (WLEs) of 
math achievement test scores. Tests were conducted in wave 1 (grade 9) and wave 7 (grade 12). 
For each individual, we used the most current test score available before entering VET (Fuß et 
al., 2024). Reliability was acceptable (wave 1: .79; wave 7: .76; Duchhardt & Gerdes, 2013; 
Fischer et al., 2017). To account for VET reference-group effects, we averaged math achieve-
ment scores within VET contexts. These were identified based on 4-digit KldB-classifications 
(German Classification of Occupations), which differentiate between 702 occupational groups 
(BA, 2010; Paulus & Matthes, 2013). To minimise sampling errors, we included data from all 
students who reported to be in VET at some point during data collection to calculate cluster-
means (i.e. not only those VET students from the final sample). 

Secondary school average achievement was calculated in the same manner, using school 
identifiers and all students from the study to create meaningful reference-groups (Keyserlingk 
et al., 2019). 

3.5 Assimilation Effects: Individual Social Status, VET Status and Secondary School Sta-
tus 
Again, we included individual, VET-average and secondary school social status infor-

mation into our analyses to disentangle VET-related assimilation effects from secondary school 
assimilation and individual status effects. 

To measure individual status, we used parental ISEIs (International Socio-Economic Index 
of Occupational Status, ISEI-08; Ganzeboom et al., 1992; Ganzeboom, 2010). If data of both 
parents was available, we created the combined maximum, i.e. we used the larger value for 
analyses (Ganzach, 2000; Hartung et al., 2022). We preferred data from parent questionnaires 
over student reports and more recent information over earlier time points. 

VET-related social status was also calculated using ISEIs. We averaged ISEI information 
on self-reported VET occupations within 4-digit KldB-2010-clusters. 

Lastly, we used school track information to measure reference-group status of secondary 
schools, as is common practice in reference-group research (Wolff et al., 2021; Wu & Becker, 
2023). The data was dummy-coded, differentiating between lower, intermediate, academic and 
mixed track schools. Lower track schools were used as the reference category. 

3.6 Covariates 
We also controlled for covariates that might confound the relationships under examination, 

including sex, migration background and school leaving certificate (Achatz et al., 2022; Beicht 
& Walden, 2019; Hillmert et al., 2017; Holtmann & Solga, 2023; Nießen et al., 2020). We 
defined migration background as having at least one parent who was born in a foreign country 
(Olczyk et al., 2014) and dummy-coded the information. Furthermore, we distinguished be-
tween male (1) and female (0) sex. Lastly, we included a dummy-coded variable into our anal-
yses indicating whether VET students had obtained a lower, intermediate or higher school leav-
ing certificate. A lower degree was used as the reference category. 
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3.7 Analytic Strategy 
In our data, individuals are clustered a) within VET occupational groups and b) within 

(former) secondary schools. These clusters overlap partly, meaning that adolescents from the 
same secondary school transition into multiple occupational groups and that an occupational 
group is made up of students from multiple secondary schools. This data structure calls for the 
use of cross-classified multilevel models (Becker et al., 2024; Hox et al., 2017). Linear models 
were calculated for satisfaction- and motivation-outcomes, logistic models for dropout. 

Models were built in a stepwise manner, first examining contrast effects of VET occupa-
tional groups (Model 1), then adding assimilation effects of VET occupational groups (Model 
2) and covariates (Model 3). Lastly, we included secondary school reference-group effects into 
the models (Model 4). All analyses were conducted in R, after multiple imputation of missing 
data using the mice package (Enders, 2022; R Core Team, 2023; van Buuren, 2018; van Buuren 
& Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011). In line with reference-group research we z-standardised all 
numeric variables based on grand-mean-centering before multivariate analyses (Becker et al., 
2024; Huguet et al., 2009; Lüdtke et al., 2008; Bryk & Raudenbush, 2002). All results were 
pooled using Rubin’s Rules (Enders, 2022; Rubin, 1987; van Buuren, 2018). 

4 Results 

4.1 Descriptive Results 
Findings of descriptive analyses are presented in Tables 2-4 (see Appendix). Medium cor-

relations between VET and secondary school variables suggest that VET reference-groups are 
indeed distinct from secondary school reference-groups. This finding indicates the necessity to 
analyse their effects on VET success separately and conjointly. 
Correlation coefficients of average VET achievement and average VET status with VET suc-
cess differ depending on the outcome variable. These findings hint at the possibility that refer-
ence-group effects are dependent on the success indicator under examination. Multivariate anal-
yses will shed more light on these findings. 

4.2 Multivariate Analyses 

4.3 Reference-Group Effects on Satisfaction 
We found significant VET reference-group effects on two subdomains of satisfaction (see 

Table 5 and 6, Appendix). Firstly, average VET status positively influences general VET satis-
faction (β = .04, p = .08), suggesting that VET students in prestigious occupations are happier 
about their training than those in low-status jobs. These results are in line with reference-group 
theory, suggesting that individuals identify with the status of their learning environment. Addi-
tionally, we found a negative contrast effect of average VET achievement on satisfaction with 
VET school (β = −.08, p = .008). This effect also supports reference-group theory: It indicates 
that in VET occupations with higher average achievement, VET students are less happy with 
VET school. Each of these effects was only found on one domain of satisfaction. 
Over and above VET-related reference-group effects, we found multiple positive assimilation 
effects of secondary school status on the same two dimensions of satisfaction. Specifically, 
average secondary school status positively affects both VET school satisfaction. Individuals 
who went to higher school tracks report more satisfaction with VET school and with VET in 
general than those who visited low-track schools. 
Lastly, we did not find significant effects of any reference-group measures on life satisfaction 
(see Table 7, Appendix). Possibly, this is due to the broadness of the construct: Arguably, edu-
cational reference-groups are not relevant to all subdimensions of life satisfaction, e.g. health, 
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family and living environment (Proctor et al., 2009), so that their overall effect might be negli-
gibly small. 

4.4 Reference-Group Effects on Motivation 
The exploration of VET reference-group effects on motivation reveal somewhat unex-

pected findings. We found a negative effect of VET-average status on competition-oriented 
motivation (β = −.11, p < .001). Contradictory to reference-group research, these findings sug-
gest that VET students who train in prestigious occupations have lower competition-oriented 
motivation. We suggest that high-status occupations per se might function as signals of career 
success, so that these VET students do not feel the need to further prove themselves by outper-
forming their peers. No other VET reference-group effects on motivation were detected. 

Regarding secondary school effects, we found a positive assimilation effect on competi-
tion-oriented motivation (see Table 8, Appendix): Former intermediate track students reported 
higher motivation than lower track students (β = .12, p = .02). Possibly, these students are con-
fident that they can outperform their peers from low track schools, hence develop stronger com-
petition-oriented motivation. 

The other three dimensions of motivation – intrinsic, profession-oriented and performance-
related motivation – were not affected by reference-group effects in our study (see Tables 9-11, 
Appendix), indicating that neither VET nor secondary school reference-groups influence these 
types of motivation. Our results suggest that these subdimensions of motivation are influenced 
by factors other than learning environments. For instance, labour-market influences might play 
a larger role for profession-oriented motivation than learning contexts, as they are known to 
impact adolescents’ career behaviour (Hartung & Weßling, 2024; Weßling et al., 2015). 

4.5 Reference-Group Effects on Dropout 
We did not find any significant effects of VET reference-groups on dropout from VET, 

neither status nor achievement effects (see Table 12, Appendix). However, a positive effect of 
secondary school track indicates that students who went to intermediate tracks have a higher 
chance of completing their training (versus those from lower track schools; β = .44, p = .04). 

5 Discussion 
In this study we examined VET reference-group effects on multiple indicators of VET 

success. In an exploratory manner we focused on how average VET status and achievement 
impact eight indicators of VET success, over and above the influence of long-lasting secondary 
school reference-group effects. 

We detected multiple VET status effects. Whereas we found a positive assimilation effect 
– in line with reference-group theory – on VET satisfaction, the effect of VET status on com-
petition-oriented motivation was negative. These results indicate that VET status shapes ado-
lescents’ experience during VET but also hint at the danger of an over-generalisation of these 
influences. Whereas VET students in high-prestige occupations are more likely to be satisfied, 
they might report low competition-oriented motivation. Nevertheless, we argue that VET stu-
dents in low-status occupations would profit from a positive change of societal perceptions of 
these occupations, as they would feel more satisfied with their training and might feel less need 
to compete against their peers. More generally speaking, researchers and practitioners should 
take into consideration that reference-group effects are outcome-specific as they try to enhance 
adolescents’ experience during vocational training. 

This interpretation is supported by the fact that we found a negative contrast effect of VET 
average achievement on satisfaction with VET school, but not on any of the other outcomes 
under examination. Hence, not all indicators of VET success are impacted by negative contrast 
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effects. It would be helpful to learn more about these differential influences to understand under 
which circumstances reference-group effects impact VET success (and when they do not). 

Over and above VET-related reference-group effects, we also found long-lasting assimila-
tion effects of secondary schools on satisfaction with VET, VET school satisfaction, dropout 
from VET and competition-oriented motivation. These findings indicate that early educational 
stratification has a long-term impact on adolescents’ careers. Going to low track secondary 
schools negatively influences career trajectories, even after students have transitioned into 
VET. Practitioners and policy makers should be aware of this long-lasting disadvantage for 
low-track students. These adolescents need to receive tailored support during vocational train-
ing to ensure that they remain satisfied and motivated and ultimately are able to successfully 
complete their training. Otherwise, these disadvantages for low-track students will persist 
throughout their further career pathways. 
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Appendix 

Table 1 
Item Examples Learning Motivation 

Subdimension  Item example 
 I learn for the vocational training program… 
Intrinsic motivation …because I find working with the content fun. 
Performance-related …because I want to successfully complete the vocational training. 
Competition-oriented …because I want to be one of the best. 
Profession-oriented …in order to have good career opportunities later. 

 

Table 2 
Distribution of Categorical Variables 
variable response count percent 
Dropout from VET completion 

non-completion 
2902 
379 

88.4% 
11.6% 

Sex (0 = female) female 
male 

1476 
1807 

45.0% 
55.0% 

Migration background yes 
no 

721 
2561 

22.0% 
78.0% 

School academic track 
intermediate track 
lower track 
mixed track 

443 
951 

1249 
639 

13.5% 
29.0% 
38.1% 
19.5% 

School leaving certificate HE entrance degree 
intermediate certificate 
lower certificate 

722 
774 

1786 

18.9% 
23.6% 
54.4% 

type of VET (0 = dual) dual VET 
school-based VET 

2733 
549 

83.3% 
16.7% 

Table 3 
Means and Standard Deviations of Numeric Variables 
Variable M SD 
Individual math achievement 0.68 0.61 
VET-average math achievement 0.68 0.11 
Secondary school-average math achievement 0.71 0.27 
Individual socioeconomic status 44.67 18.61 
VET-average socioeconomic status 38.79 12.47 
Satisfaction with VET school 7.51 1.56 
Satisfaction with VET 8.02 1.59 
Satisfaction with life 8.21 1.15 
Intrinsic motivation −0.01 0.94 
Competition-oriented motivation 0.02 1.04 
Performance-related motivation −0.11 0.88 
Profession-oriented motivation −0.16 0.80 
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Table 4 
Correlations of Predictor and Outcome Variables 
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Note. Tetrachoric correlations were calculated between two binary variables; Pearson correlations between all 
other variables (Makowski et al., 2022; Revelle, 2022). The reference category for school track is 0 = lower track 
*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 
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Table 5 
Reference-Group Effects on VET School Satisfaction 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 β (p) β (p) β (p) β (p) 
(Intercept) −.00 (.92) −.00 (.92) .02 (.63) −.10 (.09)+ 
Individual achievement .00 (.88) .00 (.87) .01 (.83) .00 (.90) 
VET-average achievement −.07 (.01)* −.08 (.008)** −.07 (.01)* −.08 (.008)** 
Socioeconomic status  −.01 (.62) −.01 (.70) −.02 (.27) 
VET-average social status  .01 (.71) −.00 (.92) −.02 (.58) 
Intermediate certificate   .02 (.69) .00 (.95) 
Higher education entrance degree   .05 (.47) .01 (.84) 
Migration background   .03 (.56) .05 (.27) 
Sex (0 = female)   −.08 (.08)+ −.07 (.11) 
School-average achievement    −.05 (.15) 
Intermediate school track    .17 (.003)** 

Academic school track    .37 (.001)** 
Mixed school track    .10 (.09)+ 
df 2, 254.76 2, 175.75 4, 584.43 4, 1115.57 
F-value 3.19 (p = .04)* 0.16 (p = .85) 0.85 (p = .49) 4.16 (p = .002)** 

Note. The reference categories for school leaving certificate and school track are 0 = lower certificate and 0 = 
lower track. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 

Table 6 
Reference-Group Effects on Satisfaction with VET 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 β (p) β (p) β (p) β (p) 
(Intercept) −.01 (.63) −.01 (.66) −.00 (.95) −.06 (.22) 
Individual achievement −.00 (.85) −.00 (.89) −.00 (.88) −.01 (.81) 
VET-average achievement .01 (.76) .01 (.80) .01 (.81) .00 (.93) 
Socioeconomic status  −.05 (.008)** −.05 (.008)** −.06 (.002)** 
VET-average social status  .06 (.02)* .05 (.04)* .04 (.08)+ 

Intermediate certificate   .00 (.99) −.01 (.86) 
Higher education entrance degree    .01 (.85) −.01 (.91) 
Migration background   −.03 (.52) −.02 (.75) 
Sex (0 = female)   −.01 (.88) −.00 (.96) 
School-average achievement    −.02 (.52) 
Intermediate school track    .08 (.15) 
Academic school track    .21 (.04)* 
Mixed school track    .06 (.29) 
df 2, 200.00 2, 1087.64 4, 616.06 4, 1814.14 
F-value 0.06 (p = .94) 5.62 (p = .003)** 0.09 (p = .99) 1.54 (p = .19) 

Note. The reference categories for school leaving certificate and school track are 0 = lower certificate and 0 = 
lower track. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 
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Table 7 
Reference-Group Effects on Life Satisfaction 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
(Intercept) −.02 (.32) −.02 (.31) −.04 (.39) −.04 (.43) 
Individual achievement −.01 (.60) −.01 (.60) −.01 (.62) −.01 (.63) 
VET-average achievement −.01 (.72) .01 (.75) .01 (.77) .00 (.78) 
Socioeconomic status  .00 (.82) .01 (.68) .01 (.68) 
VET-average social status  .01 (.69) .01 (.66) .01 (.67) 
Intermediate certificate   .02 (.77) .02 (.77) 
Higher education entrance degree    −.01 (.90) −.01 (.91) 
Migration background   .06 (.24) .06 (.24) 
Sex (0 = female)   .01 (.80) .01 (.83) 
School-average achievement    .00 (.98) 
Intermediate school track    .01 (.98) 
Academic school track    −.01 (.92) 
Mixed school track    −.00 (.99) 
df 2, 233.69 2, 1112.00 4, 377.63 4, 1180.77 
F-value 0.19 (p = .82) 0.11 (p = .89) 0.26 (p = .90) 0.02 (p = .99) 

Note. The reference categories for school leaving certificate and school track are 0 = lower certificate and 0 = 
lower track. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 

Table 8 
Reference-Group Effects on Competition-Oriented Motivation 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
(Intercept) −.00 (.83) −.00 (.88) −.04 (.31) −.09 (.09)+ 
Individual achievement .01 (.80) .01 (.78) .01 (.81) .01 (.73) 
VET-average achievement −.00 (.91) .01 (.57) .00 (.85) .00 (.95) 
Socioeconomic status  −.01 (.64) −.01 (.61) −.01 (.54) 
VET-average social status  −.12*** −.11*** −.11*** 
Intermediate certificate   −.02 (.78) −.02 (.68) 
Higher education entrance degree    −.01 (.93) −.01 (.83) 
Migration background   .01 (.79) .02 (.70) 
Sex (0 = female)   .07 (.08)+ .08 (.08)+ 
School-average achievement    −.02 (.39) 
Intermediate school track    .12 (.02)* 
Academic school track    .05 (.65) 
Mixed school track    .02 (.68) 
df 2, 134.19 2, 1130.37 4, 660.95 4, 1767.64 
F-value 0.03 (p = .97) 14.62 (p < .001)*** 0.57 (p = .69) 1.93 (p = .10) 

Note. The reference categories for school leaving certificate and school track are 0 = lower certificate and 0 = 
lower track. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 
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Table 9 
Reference-Group Effects on Intrinsic Motivation 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
(Intercept) −.01 (.82) −.01 (.80) .03 (.59) −.00 (.97) 
Individual achievement −.01 (.63) −.01 (.64) −.01 (.66) −.01 (.54) 
VET-average achievement .02 (.61) .02 (.68) .02 (.61) .02 (.63) 
Socioeconomic status  −.02 (.39) −.02 (.36) −.02 (.24) 
VET-average social status  .04 (.25) .03 (.36) .03 (.46) 
Intermediate certificate   .01 (.82) .01 (.88) 
Higher education entrance degree   −.02 (.81) −.03 (.68) 
Migration background   −.04 (.33) −.03 (.48) 
Sex (0 = female)   −.05 (.36) −.04 (.41) 
School-average achievement    .01 (.88) 
Intermediate school track    −.01 (.77) 
Academic school track    .13 (.20) 

Mixed school track    .07 (.23) 
df 2, 250.45 2, 768.74 4, 551.73 4, 1436.48 
F-value 0.22 (p = .80) 0.93 (p = .40) 0.38 (p = .82) 1.79 (p = .13) 

Note. The reference categories for school leaving certificate and school track are 0 = lower certificate and 0 = 
lower track. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 

Table 10 
Reference-Group Effect on Profession-Oriented Motivation 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
(Intercept) −.01 (.56) −.01 (.55) .05 (.29) .01 (.80) 
Individual achievement −.01 (.49) −.01 (.49) −.01 (.51) −.01 (.59) 
VET-average achievement .00 (.92) .00 (.93) .01 (.70) .01 (.69) 
Socioeconomic status  .00 (.91) .00 (.99) .00 (.99) 
VET-average social status  −.01 (.76) −.02 (.50) −.02 (.49) 
Intermediate certificate   −.02 (.75) −.02 (.72) 
Higher education entrance degree   −.02 (.81) −.02 (.81) 
Migration background   −.06 (.17) −.06 (.18) 
Sex (0 = female)   −.07 (.11) −.07 (.12) 

School-average achievement    −.04 (.28) 
Intermediate school track    .05 (.32) 
Academic school track    .07 (.52) 
Mixed school track    .04 (.46) 
df 2, 623.79 2, 723.45 4, 712.14 4, 1645.14 
F-value 0.25 (p = .78) 0.04 (p = .96) 0.87 (p = .48) 0.65 (p = .62) 

Note. The reference categories for school leaving certificate and school track are 0 = lower certificate and 0 = 
lower track. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 
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Table 11 
Reference-Group Effects on Performance-related Motivation 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

(Intercept) −.01 (.80) −.01 (.80) .07 (.11) .06 (.15) 
Individual achievement −.03 (.26) −.03 (.27) −.02 (.31) −.02 (.18) 

VET-average achievement −.03 (.26) −.03 (.26) −.01 (.62) −.01 (.18) 
Socioeconomic status  −.01 (.54) −.01 (.64) −.00 (.77) 

VET-average social status  −.00 (.96) −.03 (.29) −.02 (.86) 
Intermediate certificate   .01 (.88) .01 (.95) 

Higher education entrance degree   .02 (.82) .03 (.69) 
Migration background   −.00 (.99) −.01 (.81) 

Sex (0 = female)   −.14 (.002)** −.14 (< .001)*** 
School-average achievement    −.04 (.25) 

Intermediate school track    −.01 (.92) 
Academic school track    −.01 (.93) 

Mixed school track    .07 (.26) 
df 2, 272.06 2, 511.30 4, 619.04 4, 1090.64 

F-value 1.47 (p = .23) 0.19 (p = .83) 1.92 (p = .11) 1.52 (p = .20) 
Note. The reference categories for school leaving certificate and school track are 0 = lower certificate and 0 = 

lower track. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 

Table 12 
Reference-Group Effects on Dropout from VET 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
(Intercept) 2.08*** 2.08*** 2.11*** 2.03*** 
Individual achievement .01 (.92) .01 (.91) .00 (.98) −.00 (.96) 
VET-average achievement .14 (.12) .16 (.13) .14 (.16) .13 (.19) 
Socioeconomic status  −.01 (.89) −.04 (.51) −.07 (.33) 
VET-average social status  −.02 (.82) −.03 (.80) −.05 (.61) 
Intermediate certificate   .13 (.44) .09 (.60) 
Higher education entrance degree   .18 (.32) .13 (.51) 
Migration background   −.42 (.008)** −.36 (.02)* 
Sex (0 = female)   .01 (.96) .01 (.95) 
School-average achievement    .11 (.39) 
Intermediate school track    .44 (.04)* 
Academic school track    −.12 (.76) 
Mixed school track    .12 (.51) 

df 2, 219.08 2, 248.83 4, 743.03 4, 601.14 
F-value 1.10 (p = .33) 0.04 (p = .96) 2.16 (p = .07)+ 1.52 (p = .19) 

Note. The reference categories for school leaving certificate and school track are 0 = lower certificate and 0 = 
lower track. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10 
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Abstract 
Context: To strengthen the immigration of skilled workers and apprentices from third countries 
to Germany, the German government has liberalized the regulations for the immigration of 
skilled workers and apprentices. However, practical hurdles remain in the implementation of 
immigration processes, that are examined in this paper. 
Approach: In order to identify practical difficulties, the Skills Experts Program (SEP) of the 
Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Climate Action is examined as part of a case study 
using document analysis. Through a comparison with the Global Skill Partnerships approach 
by Clemens (2015), this case study derives key factors that may be critical to the success of 
Transnational Skills and Mobility Partnerships, as described by Sauer and Volarević (2020). 
Findings: The SEP was further developed into a project that tests the practical implementation 
of immigration of apprentices and skilled workers from third countries to Germany due to 
changing framework conditions that necessitated the strengthening of immigration for appren-
tices and skilled workers. It exhibits eight out of eleven identified GSP characteristics. Moreo-
ver, the challenges identified within the SEP pertain to the five success factors awareness of 
and trust in institutions, demand for apprentices or skilled workers from companies in the coun-
try of destination, willingness of companies in the country of origin to train apprentices for the 
country of destination, internships and language proficiency. 
Conclusions: The German government can utilize the insights gained from the SEP, to initiate 
improvements in the immigration processes for skilled workers and apprentices from third 
countries to Germany. 

Keywords 
immigration of apprentices, immigration of skilled workers, international vocational education 
cooperation, global skill partnerships 

1 Initial situation in Germany: Legal Adjustments to Increase the Number of Interna-
tional Apprentices and Skilled Workers 
In 2018, the German legislature recognized the need for action to create conditions that 

would facilitate immigration of apprentices and skilled workers from non-EU countries by 
adopting a framework for skilled labour immigration (Die Bundesregierung, 2018). With the 
law and regulation on skilled immigration passed in 2019, along with their 2023 amendments, 
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the legislature expanded and made access to the German labour and training market more flex-
ible for non-EU nationals. However, there remain practical implementation barriers (Adunts et 
al., 2023, pp. 30–31; Studthoff et al., 2024, pp. 13–14). 

2 Research Question and Methodology 
Sauer and Volarević (2020) divide forms of Transnational Skills and Mobility Partnerships 

(TSMP) into three types: 
 

1. Skilled labour mobility: Skilled workers acquire their professional qualifications in their 
country of origin and can migrate to the destination country to work there by having their 
qualifications recognized. 

2. Training partnerships: The migrant's vocational training takes place in the destination coun-
try. Immigration to the destination country is for the purpose of vocational training. No 
recognition of professional qualifications is required for migration. 

3. Vocational education and training partnerships: Dual-track vocational training takes place 
in the country of origin, in which future skilled workers are trained for both, the country of 
origin and the destination country. After completing the vocational training, some of the 
trained workers migrate to the destination country (abroad track). Vocational training struc-
tures are established in the country of origin and some of the trained workers remain in the 
country of origin (home track). This partnership corresponds to the Global Skill Partner-
ships (GSP) approach by Clemens (2015). 
 
This paper examines key characteristics that can be decisive for the success of TSMP. Us-

ing the embedded single case study design following Yin (2018), the study focuses on the Skills 
Experts Program (SEP) of the German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Climate Ac-
tion (BMWK). The SEP was selected for this case study because it contains or plans to incor-
porate all three types of TSMP in the field of industrial and commercial occupations. Other 
(pilot) projects and programs can be excluded, as they do not simultaneously include ap-
proaches for all three types of TSMP in the field of industrial and commercial occupations. 

The study is guided by the following questions: (1) How and why was the SEP developed 
from a program to secure skilled workers for German companies abroad into a pilot project for 
recruiting apprentices and skilled workers for Germany? (2) To what extent does the SEP ex-
hibit characteristics of a GSP? (3) What challenges did the SEP face in recruiting apprentices 
and skilled workers in their countries of origin for employment in Germany? 

To address these questions a literature review and a document analysis are conducted, fol-
lowed by the application of the characteristics of the GSP approach (Clemens, 2015). Data on 
the development of the SEP, collected through document analysis, is extracted from (1) two 
evaluation reports of the SEP (Jansen & Pierenkemper, 2019; Ulikowski, 2023), (2) reports 
from the skills experts coordination office at the project management organization of the Ger-
man Chamber of Industry and Commerce (DIHK), and (3) the anthology about transnational 
skills partnerships by the Bertelsmann Stiftung published in 2024. Data analysis is carried out 
through qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022). 

3 Description of the SEP 
Since 2017, the SEP has aimed to establish vocational training structures modelled on the 

German dual vocational education and training system at selected German Chambers of Com-
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merce Abroad (AHKs) in order to support German companies abroad in tailoring local work-
force qualifications to their specific needs.73F

1 As part of its foreign trade promotion efforts, the 
BMWK funds vocational training experts, known as skills experts, who operate within the 
AHKs. This funding is intended to help the AHKs develop a sustainable and self-sufficient 
business field (Ulikowski, 2023, p. 2). 

Since 2023, skills experts additionally have been supported in the focus area of skilled 
workers for Germany (Frey, 2024, p. 89). In this focus, currently skills experts are funded at 
four AHKs in countries that are open to emigration (DIHK Service GmbH [DIHK Service], 
2023a). This focus tests or plans to test all three types of TSMP approaches to the immigration 
of skilled workers and apprentices to Germany through the German-Brazilian Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry in São Paulo (AHK São Paulo), the German-Turkish Chamber of Com-
merce and Industry (AHK Turkey), the German-Arab Chamber of Industry and Commerce 
(AHK Egypt) and the Southern African-German Chamber of Commerce and Industry (AHK 
Southern Africa) as shown in Table 1 (Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Klimaschutz 
[BMWK], n.d.). 

Table 1 
Allocation of SEP Locations in the Focus Area Skilled Workers for Germany According to 
TSMP (Sauer und Volarević, 2020) 

TSMP according to Sauer and Volarević (2020) Skills experts locations within the skilled workers 
for Germany focus 

Skilled labor mobility AHK São Paulo, AHK Turkey, AHK Egypt, AHK 
Southern Africa, 

Training partnerships AHK Turkey, AHK São Paulo and AHK Southern 
Africa (possibilities of the approach under review) 

Vocational education and training partnerships AHK São Paulo  

4 Answers to the research questions and discussion 
First research question: How and why was the SEP developed from a program to secure 

skilled workers for German companies abroad into a pilot project for recruiting apprentices and 
skilled workers for Germany? The inclusion of the skilled workers for Germany focus in the 
SEP can be explained by the demographic decline in the number of working-age nationals, the 
evolving labor market demand in Germany, external events and the expertise and experience 
available at the AHKs. 

In Germany, the workforce potential is expected to decline (Fuchs et al., 2021, p. 10). 
Moreover, the demand for qualifications in the labor market is shifting due to transformative 
processes such as digitalization and decarbonization, leading to job reductions in certain indus-
tries and regions in Germany while creating a need for skilled workers with new qualifications 
elsewhere (Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales [BMAS], 2022, p. 31). External factors, 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and Russia's war of aggression in Ukraine, also influence 
labor market demand and economic development (BMAS, 2022, p. 8). 

Germany requires a net migration of 400,000 people per year to maintain its labor force 
potential at the current level of 47.4 million (Fuchs et al., 2021, p. 1). Against this backdrop in 

 
 

1 Chambers of Commerce Abroad (AHKs), Delegations and Representative Offices of the German Economy 
operate worldwide. As part of the SEP in the skilled workers for Germany focus, AHKs in Brazil, Egypt and 
South Africa as well as a delegation in Turkey receive support. In This paper, the term “Chambers of Com-
merce Abroad (AHKs)” refers to both the Chambers of Commerce Abroad, as well as the delegations and 
representative offices of the German economy. 
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2023, the amendment of the Skilled Immigration Act (Gesetz zur Weiterentwicklung der Fach-
kräfteeinwanderung, 2023) and the Employment Regulation (Achte Verordnung zur Änderung 
der Beschäftigungsverordnung, 2023) were passed. To test the framework of these legislative 
updates and support the immigration of skilled workers and apprentices to Germany, the SEP 
was expanded to include the skilled workers for Germany focus (BMWK, n.d.; Deutsch-Bra-
silianische Industrie- und Handelskammer [AHK São Paulo], 2024a, p. 2; Deutsch-Türkische 
Industrie- und Handelskammer [AHK Turkey], 2024, pp. 2–3). In 2023, the AHK São Paulo 
and the AHK Turkey were integrated into the SEP, followed by the AHK Egypt and the AHK 
Southern Africa in 2024 (BMWK, n.d.). At these AHKs, the German federal government is 
implementing additional funding projects in the areas of skilled labor immigration and recog-
nition counselling like “Pro Recognition” at the AHK Turkey, AHK São Paulo and AHK Egypt, 
as well as “Hand in Hand for International Talents” at the AHK São Paulo (AHK São Paulo, 
n.d.-a; AHK Turkey, n.d.; Deutsch-Arabische Industrie- und Handelskammer [AHK Egypt], 
n.d.-a; Federal Employment Agency, n.d.). Through these projects, the AHKs gain knowledge 
and experience in skilled labor immigration, which the skills experts can leverage (Frey, 2024, 
p. 92). 

Second research question: To what extent does the SEP exhibit characteristics of a GSP? 
To address this research question, three levels of fulfilment of a GSP characteristic within the 
SEP locations in the skilled workers for Germany focus are considered: “included”, “partially 
included”, and “not included”. A total of eleven GSP characteristics is identified, which are 
presented along with their level of fulfilment in Table 2. 

Characteristic 2 is included in the SEP due to its governance structure. Its key components 
include the BMWK, the skills experts coordination office and the AHKs. The AHKs support 
and represent their member companies locally. At their locations, they serve as an interface 
between German and local companies as well as educational providers (Ulikowski, 2023, p. 1). 
The skills experts coordination office coordinates the SEP in consultation with the BMWK and 
serves as the link between the AHKs and private and public actors in Germany, for example, 
the German Chambers of Commerce and Industry (IHKs) and their member companies (DIHK 
Service, 2023b, pp. 12–13). 

Characteristic 3 is partially included in the SEP. Started in 2025, a group of skilled workers 
with a local education in mechatronics is getting training as skilled workers for Germany in 
Brazil while at the same time, apprentices with no local training get their training for the home 
track (H. Frey, personal communication, February 14, 2025). At the other three SEP locations 
in the skilled workers for Germany area, the AHKs focus on the placement of apprentices and 
already trained professionals. 

Away track: The AHK Turkey collaborates with the Bodensee-Oberschwaben Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry (IHK Bodensee-Oberschwaben), testing approaches to placing Turkish 
apprentices with companies in Germany (AHK Turkey 2024, p. 3; Industrie- und Handelskam-
mer Bodensee-Oberschwaben [IHK Bodensee-Oberschwaben], n.d.-a). Before 2025, the AHK 
São Paulo only tested the placement of trained Brazilian electricians with companies in Ger-
many (AHK São Paulo, n.d.-b). A portion of the fees paid by companies for successful place-
ments is intended to be reinvested in the qualification of skilled workers in Brazil (AHK São 
Paulo, n.d.-b). From 2025, the AHK São Paulo has a first cohort of professionals in Brazil being 
specifically trained one additional year for Germany (AHK São Paulo, 2024b, p. 4; H. Frey, 
personal communication, February 14, 2025). The AHK Egypt offers German companies ac-
cess to a pool of trained Egyptian professionals and plans to test the placement of these profes-
sionals (AHK Egypt, n.d.-b). The AHK Southern Africa has identified a group of skilled work-
ers, is building structures to place already-trained South African professionals with companies 
in Germany and plans to explore the possibilities of recruiting apprentices from South Africa. 
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(Deutsche Industrie- und Handelskammer für das südliche Afrika [AHK Southern Africa], 
2025, pp. 5–6). 

Table 2 
Eleven Characteristics of the GSP Approach (Clemes, 2015) 

No. Description of the characteristic Level of fulfilment 
1. An agreement between the country of origin and the target country, signed before 

the start of cooperation, in which the countries define the terms of the partnership. 
not included 

2. The implementation of the training cooperation takes place in close cooperation be-
tween public and private actors (public-private partnership). 

included 

3. The training in the country of origin takes place on two tracks: 
a. The away track qualifies apprentices for the labor market in the destination coun-
try. 
b. The home track trains apprentices for the labor market in the country of origin. 

partially included 

4. Apprentices on the away track attend pre-integration and language training courses 
tailored to their needs. 

included 

5. The training is financed through various models or a combination thereof: 
a. state funding from the target country, 
b. contributions from employers in the target country, 
c. loans that partially finance the training for the country of origin through future 
earnings of the skilled workers in the destination country. 

included 

6. The countries of origin and destination coordinate the training content and curricula 
in order to facilitate the mutual recognition of qualifications. 

included 

7. A contingency plan considers possible risks, such as the failure of away track grad-
uates to migrate or the unexpected migration of home track graduates. 

not included 

8. Employers in the destination country have a demand for the skilled workers. partially included 
9. Trade unions and employee representatives in the destination country must be in-

volved in the partnership. 
not included 

10. There is close coordination between various ministries to ensure the implementa-
tion of the model. 

partially included 

11. The migrated skilled workers have the opportunity to change their employer in the 
destination country. 

included 

Note. Characteristic 1 is not included in the SEP. 

Home track: The AHK Turkey plans vocational training programs with companies and 
educational institutions to offer training and adaptation qualifications for German vocational 
certificates to Turkish apprentices and professionals (AHK Turkey, 2024, p. 4). The AHK São 
Paulo and AHK Egypt have a vocational training department and offer vocational training ser-
vices in several training programs and further education courses for companies in Brazil and 
Egypt (AHK Egypt, n.d.-c; Deutsche Industrie- und Handelskammer [DIHK], n.d.). The AHK 
Southern Africa, supported by the SEP in the focus areas of capacity building and green jobs 
between 2019 and 2022, has established vocational training structures for the South African 
market (Ulikowski, 2023, p. 1). 

Characteristic 4 is included in the SEP. The AHK São Paulo offers pre-integration 
measures to professionals being placed in Germany, such as language training and a course on 
life and work culture in Germany (AHK São Paulo, n.d.-b). The AHK Turkey and the IHK 
Bodensee-Oberschwaben support apprentices with language qualification and integration in 
Germany (IHK Bodensee-Oberschwaben, n.d.-a). The AHK Egypt provides continuing educa-
tion measures like language courses and job-relevant programs (AHK Egypt, n.d.-b). The AHK 
Southern Africa plans to offer language courses and continuing education measures for profes-
sionals being placed in Germany (AHK Southern Africa, 2025). 

Characteristic 5 is included in the SEP. The AHK locations receive funding for the SEP 
from the BMWK, fulfilling the criterion of public financing. In the cooperation between the 
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AHK Turkey and the IHK Bodensee-Oberschwaben, companies are charged a fee of 750 Euro 
after the successful start of training. Additionally, the placed youth pay for their language train-
ing, visa, and travel to Germany (IHK Bodensee-Oberschwaben, n.d.-a). The AHK Southern 
Africa plans to charge a placement fee to companies in Germany for successfully placed South 
African professionals (AHK Southern Africa, 2025, p. 6). The AHK São Paulo introduced a 
tiered co-payment model for companies during the pilot phase. Costs for companies with up to 
49 employees are 2,900 Euro, and for companies with 50 or more employees, 3,400 Euro (AHK 
São Paulo, n.d.-b). The AHK Egypt plans a co-payment model for companies per successful 
placement of an Egyptian professional (AHK Egypt, 2024, p. 4). 

Characteristic 6 is included in the SEP. The vocational training services provided by the 
AHK fall into three categories “A”, “B” and “C”. Certificates in Category A correspond to a 
German dual vocational training program conducted abroad, certificates in Category B to a 
local dual vocational training program modelled on the German system, and certificates in Cat-
egory C to a local dual vocational training program incorporating elements of the German sys-
tem (Deutscher Industrie- und Handelskammertag, 2019). 

Characteristic 7 is not included in the SEP. 
Characteristic 8 is interpreted to mean that a company's need for a professional or appren-

tice must exist before placement occurs. This feature is partially included in the SEP. Of the 
four locations supported under the skilled workers for Germany focus of the SEP, the AHKs in 
Brazil and Egypt are testing and the AHK in Southern Africa plans to test a talent pool approach 
from which locally trained professionals can subsequently be placed with companies in Ger-
many. The AHK São Paulo provides companies in Germany with an overview of anonymized 
short profiles of professionals in a talent pool (AHK Qualifica Germany, 2024). This suggests 
that professionals are identified first, rather than the demand from companies in Germany. The 
AHK Turkey takes the opposite approach, identifying suitable candidates for training or work-
ing in Germany based on the specific needs of a particular company (IHK Bodensee-Ober-
schwaben, n.d.-a). 

Characteristic 9 is not included in the SEP, as trade unions and employee representatives 
are not a part of the program. 

Characteristic 10 is partially included in the SEP. Within the framework of the "Round 
Table for International Vocational Education and Training Cooperation" (Bundesinstitut für 
Berufsbildung, 2024), regular exchanges take place on various topics related to international 
vocational training cooperation between the relevant ministries in Germany. 

Characteristic 11 is included in the SEP. Employees in Germany have the right to terminate 
their employment relationship through regular resignation, a termination agreement, or upon 
reaching a contractually or collectively agreed retirement age, as well as in cases of business 
closure or the death of the employee or employer (BMAS, 2023). Upon termination of an em-
ployment relationship, international talents residing in Germany based on a residence permit 
may, under certain conditions, change their employer. Since November 2023, skilled workers 
in non-regulated professions have been allowed to take up employment in any non-regulated 
profession (The Federal Government, n.d.). 

Third research question: What challenges did the SEP face in recruiting apprentices and 
skilled workers in their countries of origin for employment in Germany? To address this re-
search question, the challenges identified in the skilled workers for Germany focus of the SEP 
are analysed using the characteristics of the GSP model by Clemens (2015) and insights from 
the anthology about transnational skills partnerships by the Bertelsmann Stiftung. Identified 
challenges that pertain to the GSP characteristics are shown in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
GSP Characteristics for Which Challenges Were Found in the SEP 

No. according to Table 
2 

Description of the GSP characteristic 

2. The implementation of the training cooperation takes place in close cooperation be-
tween public and private actors (public-private partnership). 

3. The training in the country of origin takes place on two tracks: 
a. The away track qualifies apprentices for the labor market in the destination coun-
try. 
b. The home track trains apprentices for the labor market in the country of origin. 

4. Apprentices on the away track attend pre-integration and language training courses 
tailored to their needs. 

9. Employers in the destination country have a demand for the skilled workers. 

 
On GSP characteristics 2 and 9: Within the SEP, the AHKs an IHKs act as intermediaries 

between various stakeholders. In Germany, the IHKs serve as points of contact for vocational 
education for their member companies, as they are the competent authorities for vocational 
training in non-craft trade professions (Berufsbildungsgesetz, 2005). In the countries of origin, 
the SEP faced the challenge that skills experts were not known to all the companies surveyed 
during the program's first evaluation in 2019: 65.0 percent of the surveyed companies stated 
that they feel very well or fairly well informed about the support services offered by the AHKs 
(Jansen & Pierenkemper, 2019, p. 5, 17). During the second evaluation in 2022, it was 80.0 
percent (Ulikowski, 2023, p. 6, 101). In Germany, the SEP aims to strengthen the cooperation 
between AHKs and IHKs so that IHK member companies can recognize and increasingly uti-
lize the potential of vocational training abroad (DIHK Service, 2024, p. 13). 

Clemens (2015) suggests that trust among actors in a training cooperation is a prerequisite 
for successful collaboration and that companies in the target country should exhibit demand for 
trained professionals to ensure the success of a GSP. Stronger involvement of the private sector 
in recruitment is deemed critical for the success of TSMP models, and the German (external) 
trade sector must be integrated from the outset of the cooperation (Abate & Azahaf, 2024, p. 
22; Shahin & Thomann, 2024, p. 75). For sustainable recruitment of skilled workers, the prin-
ciples of ethical recruitment of skilled workers need also be taken into account (IRIS Ethical 
Recruitment, n.d.). 

The AHK São Paulo had difficulties placing professionals in German companies at the 
early stage of the program in 2024 and 2025 (AHK São Paulo, 2025, p. 4). This can be attributed 
to companies preferring to meet potential professionals before making hiring decisions (AHK 
São Paulo, 2024b, p. 3). Due to the significant distance, high costs, and logistical challenges, 
this was not feasible from Brazil (AHK São Paulo, 2024b, p. 3). Additionally, the economic 
situation in Germany in the industrial sector including hiring freezes further complicated place-
ments (DIHK Service, 2024, p. 8). According to Clemens (2015), external factors such as an 
economic recession can hinder the success of a GSP. Therefore, it can be concluded that ensur-
ing demand from companies for professionals before initiating training cooperation or talent 
recruitment is crucial to improving placement prospects. 

On GSP characteristic 3: In the meantime, the SEP partially includes a dual-track training 
system for professionals targeting both the country of origin and Germany, although the AHK 
São Paulo planned the dual track approach from the start of the program in 2023 (Frey, 2024, 
p. 92). The later launch of the dual track approach in Brazil can be explained by the insufficient 
practical training component in Brazilian vocational education, which hindered full or almost 
full recognition of Brazilian qualifications in Germany, and due to the lack of opportunity to 
conduct the adaptation qualification in companies in Brazil (AHK São Paulo, 2023, p. 2). Ad-
ditionally, there tend to be conflicts of interest between training companies in the country of 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 596 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

origin and Germany’s aim to increase skilled labor migration. AHK member companies gener-
ally seek to train personnel to meet their local needs and are sometimes not willing to risk losing 
trained staff to migration, which would represent a loss of investment (Frey, 2024, p. 92; Shahin 
& Thomann, 2024, p. 75). Furthermore, the migration of a skilled worker trained in the country 
of origin to a destination country, e.g. due to better conditions of work or greater social protec-
tion, would contribute to an increase in the brain drain in the country of origin (International 
Labour Organization, 2018, p. 3). In conclusion, it can be stated that, prior to initiating a training 
cooperation between the country of origin and the destination country, companies in the country 
of origin must demonstrate a willingness to train personnel specifically for the destination coun-
try. Brain drain should be compensated for in the country of origin. 

On GSP characteristic 4: According to Clemens (2015), language proficiency in the target 
country's language is a key element for the success of a GSP. In the SEP, challenges related to 
linguistic preparation have arisen in preparing international talents for immigration to Germany. 
The first call for applications to establish a skilled worker pool in Egypt received relatively low 
response due to the requirement of German language proficiency at level A2 of the Common 
European Framework of Reference for Languages (AHK Egypt, 2024, p. 3). In Brazil, candi-
dates who have completed a language course to reach A2 proficiency are expected to continue 
to B1 level to improve their placement prospects (AHK São Paulo, 2024b, p. 3). 

The challenges faced by AHK Egypt can be attributed to a lack of willingness among some 
of the participants to attend language courses (Weiss & Olma, 2024, p. 103). In Brazil, further 
linguistic qualification aims to enhance candidates' chances of being placed with companies in 
Germany. However, attending advanced language courses can result in long waiting periods 
during which participants may lose previously acquired language skills (Laxczkowiak & Beck-
mann-Schulz, 2024, p. 200). With regard to vocationally oriented language training, inadequate 
quality of German language courses in the country of origin can pose an additional barrier 
(Laxczkowiak & Beckmann-Schulz, 2024, p. 205). 

5 Conclusions 
The SEP was further developed from a program within the framework of foreign trade 

promotion into a project that tests the practical implementation of immigration of apprentices 
and skilled workers from third countries to Germany. This transformation was driven by chang-
ing framework conditions that necessitated the strengthening of immigration for apprentices 
and skilled workers. Synergies from other projects related to skilled labor immigration at the 
supported AHKs are used within the SEP. As a result, challenges and solution approaches in 
the immigration process can be identified and discussed with decision-makers to initiate im-
provements. 

The SEP exhibits eight out of eleven GSP characteristics, which can be classified as either 
fully or partially included. It started to offer dual-track vocational training in one out of four 
SEP locations, so that the prerequisites for a dual track training approach can be considered as 
in place, also since the AHKs already provide certified vocational training services based on 
the German dual training model. 

The challenges identified within the SEP pertain to the following success factors, which 
may be crucial for the success of TSMP: 

 
• awareness of and trust in AHKs and IHKs as contact points for companies in both the coun-

try of origin and Germany 
• existing concrete demand from German companies for apprentices and skilled workers from 

third countries with specific skills and qualifications 
• willingness of companies in the country of origin to train for the target country 
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• internships in Germany to assess the skills of international talents 
• language proficiency and training—primarily related to the country of origin and the match-

ing process between candidates and companies 
 
For successful training cooperation or the placement of apprentices and already trained 

professionals, additional factors in the target country may also play a decisive role. The AHK 
São Paulo places emphasis on identifying companies in Germany that offer integration pro-
grams and have prior experience with hiring professionals from abroad (AHK São Paulo, 
2024b, p. 4). In the collaboration between AHK Turkey and the IHK Bodensee-Oberschwaben, 
apprentices in Germany are to receive ongoing support, while host companies are expected to 
assist apprentices in finding affordable housing (IHK Bodensee-Oberschwaben, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). 
This suggests that experiences of companies with the recruitment of apprentices and skilled 
workers from third countries, the support for international talents during their integration in 
Germany and access to affordable housing are also critical factors for the success of TSMP. 
These factors require further research. Furthermore, in order to continue the research work, it 
would be possible and useful to record the stakeholder perspectives in addition to the document 
analysis carried out. 
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Abstract 
Context: This study examines the factors contributing to student dropout from initial vocational 
education and training (IVET) in Estonia, with a specific focus on the role of emotional well-
being in shaping student retention. Given the increasing dropout rates in Estonian vocational 
schools, similar to many other European countries, the research highlights the need to create 
supportive school environments that contribute to students' emotional wellbeing. 
Methods: The paper is based on qualitative research. Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with 20 at-risk students and 16 vocational teachers and support staff. The analysis ex-
plores students' perspectives on factors influencing their well-being and teachers' perceptions 
of their role in supporting students. 
Findings: The results indicate that multiple interrelated factors - such as bullying, poor teacher-
student relationships, and mental health struggles - contribute to student vulnerability and drop-
out. Students emphasize the need for greater support in emotional well-being, while teachers 
acknowledge their role but face challenges due to limited resources and institutional support. 
Some good practices for fostering a supportive school culture were identified, including initia-
tives to strengthen student relationships and enhance the physical learning environment, though 
no school-wide practices were identified focusing on emotional well-being of students and 
teachers in VET. 
Conclusions: Addressing emotional well-being in vocational schools is essential for reducing 
dropout rates. School leadership, teacher training, and increased institutional support are critical 
in fostering an environment that promotes student retention and success. 

Keywords 
vocational education, emotional well-being, student dropout, teacher support 

1 Introduction 
The focus of this paper is on making sense of the interplay of reasons for dropping out from 

IVET and the role of the school environment supporting emotional wellbeing as a critical pre-
ventive factor. Vocational education and training (VET) is recognized as a key pathway for 
helping young people integrate into the labour market (CEDEFOP, 2016) and society more 
broadly. However, in Estonia, the dropout rate from initial vocational education and training 
(IVET) is a growing concern, with approximately 20% of vocational students leaving their 
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studies each year. This issue is not unique to Estonia but is also observed in other European 
countries, albeit with national variations depending on the type of vocational program, sector, 
and professional field. Factors such as the appeal of VET and the employment prospects of 
graduates influence these dropout rates (CEDEFOP, 2016). 

A broad body of literature explores the reasons behind dropping out from initial vocational 
education and training (IVET). Studies conducted in Estonia (e.g. Espenberg et al., 2012) have 
identified key factors contributing to early school leaving, including (1) individual circum-
stances, (2) family situation, (3) school environment, and (4) economic reasons. Research sug-
gests that dropping out is typically the result of a combination of multiple factors rather than a 
single cause (Krötz & Deutscher, 2022). However, it has been argued that many studies tend to 
emphasize personal factors over contextual influences related to vocational schools or training 
placements (Krötz & Deutscher, 2022; Böhn & Deutscher, 2021). One of the important contex-
tual factors is the capacity of educational institutions to foster students' well-being and emo-
tional development (Stanton, et al. 2016). 

Well-being includes a variety of aspects, such as mental, physical, and emotional safety, 
along with a sense of belonging, purpose, achievement, and self-fulfilment. Emotional well-
being encompasses an individual’s ability to cope with daily challenges, maintain a positive 
attitude towards oneself and others, and adapt to life changes. It is not merely the absence of 
negative emotions or stress but also the presence of positive feelings, high-quality relationships, 
effective stress management, and a sense of control over one’s own life. (WHO, 2023). Emo-
tional well-being involves a positive balance between pleasant and unpleasant emotions along 
with a cognitive assessment of overall life satisfaction (Keyes, 2003). Numerous sources (e.g. 
Hanley et al., 2020; Roffey 2012) provide insight into how emotional well-being contributes 
not only to academic success but also to lifelong coping skills and overall quality of life. 

This paper aims to deepen our understanding by relating the perspectives of Estonian stu-
dents and vocational teachers in order to make sense of the reasons for dropping out and find 
possible solutions that support students' emotional well-being within the vocational school en-
vironment. The sample of the students included vocational students who were at risk of drop-
ping out of school or had already dropped out of education and participated in a reintegration 
program in VET. 

The central research questions are: (1) What are the factors supporting and hindering at 
risk students´ wellbeing as perceived by students? (2) How do vocational teachers perceive 
their role and resources to support at-risk students´ emotional wellbeing? (3) What are the good 
practices from Estonian VET schools? 

2 Context: Vulnerable Students in VET and Support Available 
In Estonia, the education system features a low level of tracking. Following nine years of 

compulsory education in basic schools (general education schools), tracking begins at the age 
of 16. At this stage, students choose between an academic path in gymnasiums, which lasts 
three years, and a vocational path in VET schools. 

In Estonia, the upper-secondary education system is predominantly academic, with only 
30% of students opting for initial vocational education and training (IVET) after completing 
basic school. Vocational education has often been perceived as a secondary option for students 
with lower academic performance or educational outcomes (Loogma et al., 2019). A growing 
concern is the high dropout rate following the 9th grade, with approximately 5% of basic school 
graduates neither continuing their education nor entering the labour market, placing them in the 
NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) category. Additionally, dropout rates in 
vocational education are particularly high, especially in the first year, where nearly 20% of 
students leave their studies (Haridussilm, 2024). Despite the steady increase in the number of 
support specialists over the years, their overall availability remains limited. Currently, Estonian 
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vocational education institutions employ 45 support specialists, including 7 special pedagogues, 
12 school psychologists, and 26 social pedagogues (Haridussilm, 2025). This is still a relatively 
low number, considering that vocational schools often teach students with weaker academic 
abilities and social skills—those who require more comprehensive support. 

Vocational schools in Estonia vary significantly in terms of support systems: some have a 
dedicated support unit, others rely on a single specialist to fulfil multiple roles, and in some 
cases, teachers themselves take on the responsibilities of a support person.  Support structures 
at schools are often insufficiently organized (Haaristo & Kirss, 2018). The same study (Haaristo 
& Kirss, 2018) identifies four main approaches to organizing support services in Estonian vo-
cational schools: 1) No On-Site Specialists: In about 25% of schools, there are no dedicated 
support specialists, and teachers primarily assist students when issues arise. 2) School-Ap-
pointed Support Staff: Some schools assign various staff members—such as dormitory staff, 
hobby leaders, nurses, and librarians—to provide support. This model is used in four vocational 
institutions. 3) Single Support Specialist: Around one-third of VET schools employ a dedicated 
support specialist, such as a social pedagogue or psychologist, who may take on multiple roles 
alongside teachers and group leaders. 4) Comprehensive Support Teams: Another third of 
schools have a structured support unit with a team of specialists, such as a counselling centre 
or support services department, ensuring a well-coordinated approach to student support. This 
support unit also consults teachers. Nevertheless, in many vocational schools one person is 
taking on multiple roles, such as a group supervisor or teacher acting as a social pedagogue 
without formal qualifications. (Haaristo & Kirss, 2018). As a result, vocational teachers' roles 
have become more diverse in practice, with social work and counselling taking up an increasing 
share of their responsibilities (Ümarik & Rekkor, 2013; Sirk et al., 2019). This places greater 
demands on their social, pedagogical, and psychological competencies. Moreover, the voca-
tional students are increasingly diversified in terms of age, previous experience and motivation. 

3 Approach 
The paper is based on data gathered as part of the Baltic Research Programme Project 

“Vocational education and workplace training enhancing social inclusion of at-risk young peo-
ple”. We base our arguments on the analysis of qualitative semi-structured interviews with 20 
students from different VET schools at risk of dropping out from IVET or from reintegration 
programs targeted to young people in the status of NEET. Prior to contacting the schools and 
the respondents, the methodological approach of the study, study instruments and informed 
consent forms were approved by the Ethics Committee of Tallinn University. The interviews 
followed a pre-designed interview guide including questions about the students’ present school, 
previous school and possible workplace arrangements and reflections on what supported and 
hindered them in their learning paths. 

In the student interviews, mental health-related issues such as feelings of loneliness, anxi-
ety, and depression were frequently highlighted. These challenges often prevented students 
from participating in school activities and affected their relationships with teachers and class-
mates. As the next phase of the project, interviews were conducted with 16 vocational teachers 
and support staff to study their perceptions and practices in supporting students ‘emotional well-
being. Moreover, in those interviews the aim was to map good school level practices. Four 
focus groups, each with four participants from various Estonian vocational schools, included 
social pedagogues, vocational teachers, educational technologists, and support specialists. The 
teachers and other staff interviewed participated in a training “Creating a learning environment 
in vocational schools that supports mental health”. Therefore, when interpreting the results, we 
must keep in mind that the interviewees were those teachers that were motivated to deal with 
the topic of emotional well-being and mental health, although their competencies tended to 
vary. 
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All interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed by applying the thematic analysis 
method.  The Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis model was applied: data fa-
miliarization, coding, theme identification, review, redefinition, and reporting. First, the tran-
scribed interviews were reviewed, with initial notes made. Then, text-based coding was con-
ducted, labelling meaningful thought units based on the research questions. Next, the codes 
were reviewed, and thematic categories were developed. The code tree guided the coding of 
subsequent interviews, ensuring consistency in categorizing meaningful units. When presenting 
the results, some citations have been used to illustrate the main themes, and names of the re-
spondents have been changed. 

4 Findings 

4.1 Students´ Perspective on Supportive and Hindering Factors 
The young people's stories reflected that dropping out of school is usually not caused by a 

single causal factor, but by the cumulative effect of several risk factors. Young people's well-
being and coping are significantly shaped by relationships with family, peers and teachers, 
which affect emotional well-being in a broader sense as well as academic results. 

A recurring risk factor for dropping out of education was being a victim of bullying in basic 
school, which in some cases lasted for years. This was accompanied by students' frequent ab-
sences, a decline in academic performance, strained or bad relationships with teachers, and 
often adverse family circumstances. It has been quite difficult for young people to break out of 
this vicious circle of accumulating disadvantages. The stories of young people reflected that 
both bullying and mental health problems (e.g. anxiety, depression) have often gone unnoticed 
by teachers or were not taken seriously by teachers. 

In elementary school a teacher yelled at me constantly. She asked me to read a text, 
but I couldn’t read very well and she started yelling at me until I started to cry... (Karen, 
age: 16, study field: IT Specialist, 2nd year; at risk of dropping out, as identified by 
teachers). 

Parents also often lack the awareness and skills to help young people or direct them to find 
help. In many cases, students´ emotional problems started already during elementary school 
and remained unnoticed, or in many cases, resulted from cases of bullying. 

I was bullied from the first grade...in the fourth grade I already went to a psycholo-
gist...my teacher labelled me as the worst boy in the class. (Mark, age: 21, study field: 
Construction, 3rd year; at risk of dropping out, as identified by teachers). 

The students´ interviews clearly emphasised that more attention should be paid to mental 
health issues among the students and staff of vocational schools and the importance of creating 
school cultures supporting emotional wellbeing. 

I wanted to leave the vocational school, I was so anxious. I didn’t go to school for two 
weeks, I was afraid to go there. Some teachers didn’t understand that, and I had a panic 
attack once. (Elis, age: 20; study field: Hairdressing, 2nd year; at risk of dropping out, 
as identified by teachers). 

The stories of the young people reflected that even the recognition and support of a single 
teacher can be empowering, which can bring about a positive change in the young person's self-
esteem. In some cases, it didn't even have to be a teacher, but it was supportive when someone 
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listened and created a trusting contact. A supportive confidant could also be, for example, a 
school cook or a dormitory staff. 

When I started school, I didn’t like socializing. I came from a tiny school with only 
four students in my class, so suddenly having to share a class with nearly twenty felt 
overwhelming. But over time, that changed - Now I have no problem talking to new 
people. The good thing is that some teachers and some school staff are kind and help-
ful, which makes a big difference…The school cook actually gave me a lot of support. 
For example, whenever I had a problem, I would help out in the kitchen on Thursdays, 
knowing I could share all my worries with her. She listened to everything - both my 
struggles and joys - offering her perspective. Sometimes she reassured me, other times 
she confirmed I was on the right track. I could talk about anything, and at the same 
time, I felt useful - like a two-in-one deal: doing something productive while easing 
my mind. (Ene, age: 18, study field: Commerce, at risk of dropping out, as identified 
by teachers) 

Some students experienced a positive change when moving from elementary school to a 
vocational educational institution. Meelis shared that he found his time in basic school rather 
difficult, as the teachers treated him poorly, and his academic outcomes declined. When he 
continued in the vocational school, the situation improved, and he felt that this change was 
influenced by the teachers' attitude at the new school: 

I feel more successful here because, right after I came from primary school, my grades 
started to improve - mostly quite good grades. In primary school, the grades were quite 
terrible. The teachers here in vocational school are much more supportive. For exam-
ple, yesterday we had a math test, and I didn't really understand much, but the teacher 
encouraged me to keep going so I could continue solving problems and writing 
(Meelis, age: 17, study field: IT specialist; at risk of dropping out, as identified by 
teachers) 

Students´ stories emphasise that relations matter. In addition to relations with peers, teach-
ers and other school staff tend to have crucial roles supporting students' coping at school. 

4.2 Teachers´ Perceptions and Practices Aimed to  Supporting Students´ Emotional Well-
Being 
Especially in the Estonian context, where there is a shortage of support staff, vocational 

teachers need to take the broader role in addition to teaching the occupation related skills and 
knowledge. According to the interviews with teachers, most of the interviewees recognized 
their responsibility to provide guidance and support to students facing various challenges and 
support students in a wider sense, including emotional support. 

I am both a support specialist and I am a teacher. This means that I perform both roles, 
and sometimes it can overlap. However, these roles are different. Perhaps I have now 
acquired more skills that I can apply to meet the needs of the students. In school, being 
the link between students and teachers, I can contribute to ensuring that teachers feel 
important. Sometimes we don't feel that teachers feel involved enough. (PG2Õ2) 

However, according to them not all colleagues share the same understanding. Moreover, 
when this sense of mission is not supported by adequate resources or collaborative leadership, 
it can lead to burnout or frustration, as teachers feel they are carrying a heavy burden without 
sufficient institutional support. 
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And actually, where we ourselves as support staff, when we work, we must not forget 
ourselves, because burnout happens imperceptibly... The Ministry of Education should 
value support specialists more in vocational schools, and create more working posi-
tions, if possible, because we should be able to support each other in terms of burnout. 
It's like walking on very, very thin ice. “(EG4Õ1) 

In this work, it is this sense of mission that carries forward. (EG4Õ3) 

School leaders play a significant role in shaping and maintaining a supportive school cul-
ture. Our interviews revealed cases with more or less supportive and conscious school leaders, 
regarding contributing into professional development of the teaching staff to enhance student 
well-being and also the wellbeing of the staff members. Vocational teachers emphasised in 
several cases that leadership in their school should prioritize the well-being and mental health 
of teachers and support staff more as this is a prerequisite for teachers to be able to support 
students. 

Our mental health is also not good; we would wish to be more included in decision-
making processes, but they only do it superficially and don't really involve us. 
(PG2Õ4). 

One of the aims of our study was to map good school level practices supporting emotional 
well-being. However, only a few good practices were shared by the staff members interviewed. 
This reveals that in most of the schools the well-being has not been considered as a central 
focus and not strategically supported in VET institutions. Some of the vocational schools con-
tribute to building trust and positive relations between the students, organizing activities such 
as games and evening campfire talks, which promote social interactions, helping students make 
new friends and feel more connected. According to teachers, students who have participated in 
these activities show a sense of belonging and increased self-confidence. The two-year COVID-
19 lockdown made it challenging to organize such activities, and according to teachers, it is 
more difficult to achieve the same positive results in regular classes. 

For the past five years, we've had a tradition of a two-day freshman orientation camp, 
including an overnight stay at tourist farms. This camp, which helps students adapt 
quickly and safely, was canceled for the last two years due to COVID-19. The camp 
includes group leaders, teachers, and support staff who help freshmen overcome their 
initial fears. After the camp, students feel more confident and connected, greeting eve-
ryone and forming new friendships through activities like games and evening bonfire 
talks. The absence of the camp for two years has clearly affected the cohesion and 
confidence of the students. Teachers also find it difficult to achieve the same positive 
results in regular classes as they did during the camp. (PG3Õ3) 

Moreover, teachers and vocational school support staff highlighted that the physical envi-
ronment plays its role in supporting students' emotional well-being. Several group interviews 
mentioned the importance of creating a friendly, safe, and inclusive space. They envisioned 
having bean bag chairs where students could sit, relax, and talk to each other. In addition to the 
physical environment, the teaching approach applied by vocational teachers matters. For exam-
ple, vocational teachers reflected on their practices. Teaching   that applies the student-centered 
approach, where learning tasks are authentic and sufficiently complex, helps students develop 
their skills. Teachers emphasized that teaching should support key competencies such as self-
regulation and problem-centered collaboration. Teachers considered coaching, rather than tra-
ditional teaching, to be a good practice, as it allows students to progress at their own pace and 
according to their needs. They stressed the importance of reflective dialogue with mentors, as 
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it helps students better understand their learning process and make informed decisions about 
their development. Nevertheless, the high workload often hinders teachers from applying those 
practices to the extent they would like. 

5 Conclusions 
The study identified several factors supporting or hindering wellbeing of vocational stu-

dents. Interviews with students revealed that multiple interconnected challenges, such as bully-
ing, poor relationships with teachers and peers, and learning difficulties, contribute to their vul-
nerability. They emphasized that relationships with family, teachers, and peers have an im-
portant role in their well-being, motivation, and self-esteem. Several students admitted feeling 
overwhelmed by loneliness, stress, depression, and anxiety, which not only hindered their 
school participation but also negatively affected their academic performance. Similar to the 
results of the earlier studies (e.g. Solberg et al. 2023), the students' stories clearly indicated that 
both in society at large and in (vocational) schools, significantly more attention needs to be paid 
to mental health issues, and a conscious contribution needs to be made to creating school cul-
tures that support emotional well-being. 

According to vocational teachers the supportive teacher-student relationships, a sense of 
belonging, and access to counselling services were key factors in promoting students' well-
being, while heavy workloads, an unsupportive school environment, and a lack of mental health 
resources were significant barriers for teachers to support students. Vocational teachers empha-
sized their dual role as both educators and counsellors in supporting students' emotional well-
being but faced challenges such as limited training, heavy workloads, and insufficient institu-
tional support. While some felt confident in providing emotional support, others struggled due 
to a lack of resources and clear guidance. Despite increased awareness, issues such as inade-
quate support systems, high workloads and lack of mental health resources are of concern. 
Though some practices aimed to support wellbeing of students and build social bonds were 
shared by teachers (e.g. orientation camps and other events) no strategical school level ap-
proaches were identified. 

The results indicate that school leaders have a decisive role supporting teachers´ profes-
sional development and providing needed resources (including time resources) in order to cre-
ate school-level change and change in school culture valuing and supporting (emotional) well-
being of students and teachers. Our study included vocational teachers who were interested in 
the topic and served as key figures potentially developing well-being-supportive practices 
within their vocational schools in the future. Teacher leadership is essential for implementing 
transformative change and ensuring sustainability. At the same time, the school leader has a 
critical role in creating supportive conditions for teachers to take the leadership, as well. (Wen-
ner and Campell, 2017) Teachers' professional development communities (PLC) guide teachers 
collectively to reflect their practices and co-design a learning environment that supports stu-
dents´ learning (Oppi & Eisenschmidt, 2022) and wellbeing. PLCs tend to be a more effective 
way to bring transformative change in teachers´ practices and students´ outcomes as compared 
to traditional short-term training courses (Burns et al., 2017). School leadership and increased 
institutional support are critical in fostering an environment that promotes student wellbeing, 
retention and success, but also professional development, motivation and wellbeing of the staff 
of vocational schools. Future research could focus on studying school leaders' views and per-
spectives on the issue. 
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Abstract 
Context: Education and skills have the potential to improve both economic performance and 
societal well-being, while tackling overarching challenges such as the twin digital and green 
transition. To realise this potential, an increasing share of countries have used strategic policy 
documents in the area of skills policy, colloquially called “skills strategies”. However, despite 
this prominence, systematic approaches for comparing skills strategies and their implementa-
tion across countries are scarce. 
Approach: In this report, we conduct a comparative analysis building on in-depth case studies 
of strategic policy documents on skills and their design and implementation processes in five 
countries: Austria, Bulgaria, England (UK), Germany, and Norway. By using a most different 
system research design, we identify the strategies’ main benefits for the countries' skills systems 
and interrelatedly the effectiveness of their specific policy measures, as well as frequent barriers 
for implementation and the central success factors of such strategies. 
Findings: The study shows that skills strategies which are encompassing the preferences of 
broader groups of stakeholders, adaptable to changing circumstances and internally consistent 
are particularly well suited to mitigate potential barriers for implementation. 
Conclusion: The analysis suggests that while well designed skills strategies can trigger incre-
mental, gradual institutional change by building foundations for policy coordination, reinforc-
ing policy priorities and improving complementarity between individual policy measures, their 
potential for bringing about outright, disruptive institutional change is limited. 

Keywords 
Strategic policy documents, institutional change, skills policies 

1 Introduction 
Education and skills are central for both economic performance and societal well-being, in 

particular in the face of structural challenges as the twin digital and green transition. Often upon 

 
 

1  This research has been carried out as part of the Horizon Europe Skills2Capabilities project (Grant ID 
101094758). We thank Leesa Wheelahan and Liisa Martma for their valuable feedback to earlier versions of 
the comparative report, and Petros Gougoulakis for the fitting title suggestion. 
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recommendation of the OECD and the EU, an increasing number of countries use strategic 
policy documents75F

2 in order to improve their skill formation systems. They are usually seen as 
a tool to design and implement improvements of skills policies by coordinating policy-making 
across all stakeholders relevant over a longer period of time (OECD, 2019). Despite the prom-
inence of such strategic approaches, “little is known about the effectiveness, results and impact 
of developing such strategies” (Working Group on Adult Learning, 2022), and systematic com-
parisons of skills strategies respectively lifelong learning (LLL) strategies and their implemen-
tation are still missing. In applied research literature and national monitoring and evaluation 
reports, the topic of strategic documents on skills has become more pronounced in recent years, 
however, not without shortcomings. Isolated analyses of individual strategies exist (Hefler et 
al., 2018; OECD, 2021; Unterweger, 2020), as well as reports that provide a cross-national, 
descriptive overview of existing national lifelong learning and skills strategies (Andriescu et 
al., 2019; European Commission et al., 2015, 2021; Working Group on Adult Learning, 2022). 
These accounts however do not attempt to provide broader lessons learned for the design and 
implementation of national skills strategies that would at least allow for “contingent generali-
zation” across a “bounded population of cases” (Beach & Pedersen, 2016, p. 44). Most recently, 
OECD (2024) and Working Group on Adult Learning (2023) have used surveys and/or work-
shops among leading stakeholders of skills strategies to identify a set of policy recommenda-
tions assisting the further development of skills strategies. While these provide useful theoreti-
cal building blocks for further research to identify success factors of skills strategies, they paint 
an overly optimistic picture of what can realistically be achieved by means of strategic policy 
documents, and potential barriers for implementation remain relatively unexplored. Further-
more, existing academic literature on strategic policy documents (on skills and beyond) mainly 
focuses on technical factors for the success of strategic policy documents – e.g. internal con-
sistency and coherence – but largely disregard political dynamics. However, as Steurer (2007) 
highlights, strategic policy documents often fail as they are “driven by some administrators who 
have limited political leverage, but who are not capable of shaping key policy decisions in line 
with the strategy objectives”. A fruitful way forward, consequently, can be to “make strategies 
more strategic by explicitly dealing with the context of limiting polity structures, actors con-
stellations and the ways public administrations work” (Steurer, 2007). 

This paper addresses abovementioned research gap and summarizes the findings of Work 
Package 2 on Skills Policies of the Horizon Europe “Skill2Capabilities” project76F

3.  Our main 
aim is twofold. First, we illustrate what can realistically be achieved via skills strategies, 
thereby providing the education and training as well as strategic public management literature 
with a pragmatic picture of strategies’ main benefits and limitations. Second, by staying atten-
tive to the broader context of strategy implementation, we aim to identify barriers for imple-
mentation, and provide broader lessons learned to mitigate these barriers. 

 
 

2  Defined as “official policy documents […] that are usually issued by top-level authorities and set out specific 
objectives to be met and/or detailed steps or actions to be taken within a given time frame, in order to reach 
a desired goal”. (European Commission, EACEA, & Eurydice 2021). 

3  A long working paper version of this article can be accessed online Report D2.3. Comparative Report on 
Skills Strategies, openly accessible here: https://www.skills2capabilities.eu/files/results/papers/working_pa-
pers_d2-3_s2c_d2-3_comparative_report_19_12_24.pdf 
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2 Methods and Case Selection 
In our study, we conduct a comparative analysis of skills strategies and their design and 

implementation based on individual case studies in 5 countries77F

4. The case studies cover at least 
two major skills strategies in Austria, Germany, Norway, Bulgaria and England (UK). This 
country selection covers the main types of skill formation systems (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 
2012; Tutlys et al., 2022) present in Europe: collective systems (based on strong social partner 
involvement, employers as well as the state); statist systems (with the state primarily responsi-
ble for skill formation) ; liberal systems (with skill formation primarily left to market forces), 
as well as transitional/hybrid systems (combining multiple elements of the above). We cover 
different geographical regions within Europe (North, West, East) and countries of different 
sizes. Furthermore, we look at different adult learning systems concerning their participation 
rates (high, medium, low) and the extent of involvement of the state and employers in funding 
and providing adult learning (Boeren et al., 2017). In terms of research design and comparative 
strategy, by using “Mill’s Method of Agreement” respectively the “most different system de-
sign” (Ragin, 1989), we ask what common benefits could be realized in the observed countries, 
and which factors in the design of the strategic policy documents on skills enabled the success-
ful implementation - despite the chosen countries’ large differences with regard to several other 
key characteristics. The same approach is applied for national skills strategies with a less suc-
cessful implementation process: what are the common barriers that led to an only limited im-
plementation of certain strategic policy documents, despite the countries’ differences? In a com-
plementary step, we can also compare successful and unsuccessful skills strategies within coun-
tries using “Mill’s Method of Difference”, therefore further facilitating the identification of key 
differences in design that led to success in implementation. 

In general, many of the observed skills strategies focused mostly on incremental institu-
tional change of the existing skill formation systems (cf. Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Thelen, 
2004) rather than fundamental, disruptive reforms. For example, in Austria, the LLL:2020 Strat-
egy (AT1) strategy involved various improvements concerning learning over the whole lifespan 
starting with early childhood education to learning in the past-retirement phase and targets dif-
ferent policy areas including education and training, labour market, social affairs and economic 
policy. This also holds for the second Austrian example, the Qualification Plan Vienna 2020 
(AT2) aiming to increase the number of individuals with educational attainments beyond com-
pulsory schooling with a focus on IVET, upskilling of adults and information and outreach. 
Similarly, in Germany, the observed strategies were concerned about a large number of smaller 
scale changes, with the Advancement through Education strategy lining out goals in a broad 
range of fields from strengthening VET to German language acquisition and cooperation in the 
federal system; and the National Skills strategy (DE3) from 2019 focusing on a variety of (ra-
ther vaguely defined) measures to secure skilled labour. Also both Norwegian strategic papers 
fit into the category. The Strategy for LLL in Norway (NO1) from 2006 was primarily drafted 
by the Ministry of Education and containing rather an analysis of the state of play with no 
concrete implementation plan. The 2017 Norwegian Strategy for Skills Policy (NO2) built on a 
broader stakeholder process to further develop an already strong adult learning system by deep-
ening cooperation between the various involved stakeholders (social partners, ministries, learn-
ing providers). 

 
 

4  This paper builds upon empirical material of the country case studies conducted under Work Package 2 of 
the Horizon Europe Skills2Capabilities project (Report D2.1 & D2.2). The case studies have been authored 
by Svetlana Alexandrova, Pepka Boyadjieva, Philipp Grollmann, Günter Hefler, Terence Hogarth, Petya 
Ilieva-Trichkova, Veneta Krasteva, Tove Mogstad Aspøy, Daniel Neff, Torgeir Nyen, Chantal Marie Schu-
macher and Eva Steinheimer. 
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Ambition for outright, fundamental, disruptive changes can mostly be identified in the skill 
strategies of Bulgaria and the England. Both Bulgarian LLL strategies (2008-2013, 2014-2020) 
adopted a strategic approach that covers a broad range of educational fields, with highly ambi-
tious objectives tied to quantitative indicators. They aimed to address structural problems in the 
Bulgarian adult learning system to increase participation by adopting the EU concept of LLL 
and following up on European policies on skills and key competence. Among other goals, this 
included the ambition to move closer towards a collective skill formation system with consid-
erable employer involvement in the provision of (dual) VET. Similarly, both strategies in Eng-
land aimed to transition towards a demand-led skill formation system following enterprises’ 
needs, albeit with quite divergent approaches for achieving this. The Leitch Review of Skills 
(UK1), focused on government subsidies for companies and also developed support for the low-
skilled. In contrast, the subsequent Skills and Sustainable Growth white paper (UK2), published 
in the aftermath of the financial crisis and accompanying an economic policy of austerity, fo-
cused funding (cutbacks) and directing more funding responsibility towards employers and in-
dividuals. 

Figure 1 
Evolvement of analysed strategies over time 

 
Note. Source: Authors’ description 

3 Benefits and Limitations of Skill Strategies 
The cross-country comparative analysis of abovementioned strategic policy documents and 

their implementation shows that skills strategies can hardly act as a golden bullet for the reform 
of skill formation systems. Even for the countries that aimed for large-scale reforms, the ob-
served skills strategies did not lead to outright, disruptive changes of the overall skill formation 
systems. The subsequent implementation process remained limited and therefore could not 
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cause such outright, transformative change, as in Bulgaria and England. This for example in-
cludes the “Train to Gain” training advice and subsidies programme for employers in England. 
Backed by a critical evaluation, the programme was abolished by an incoming government 
deciding that the money could be better spent elsewhere. The later proposed the broader concept 
of strengthening co-investments in skills (e.g. sharing costs paying for training among employ-
ers, individuals and the state) relied on the introduction of sectoral training levies proposed in 
the strategy, but would have necessitated cooperation with employer representatives and there-
fore never materialized78F

5. And in the other cases, skills strategies were limited in terms of far-
reaching, large-scale reform ideas (as in Austria, Germany and Norway) from the outset. 

However, first, skills strategies have led to the implementation of at least some rather suc-
cessful skills policy instruments or established new channels of coordination that build the 
foundation for later reforms. As shown in historical institutionalist literature, also such initial 
smaller-scale changes have the potential to ultimately accumulate up to large-scale changes via 
a process of incremental, gradual institutional change (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Streeck & 
Thelen, 2005). For example, in Norway, the 2017 strategy document is regarded as successful 
in particular due to the coordination process that was necessary for developing it. It was seen 
as essential to involve all actors in skills policy to achieve a joint understanding of challenges, 
set common objectives and coordinate action. It therefore not only reinforced existing commu-
nication channels (e.g. among social partners within a certain educational sector) but aimed to 
achieve improved coordination across multiple educational types and levels. 

Laying the groundwork for coordination can also facilitate processes related to the intro-
duction of new instruments and prevent reform-deadlocks, as the case study on Austria shows. 
It argues that the “LLL:2020 strategy has been most effective in the years prior to its adoption”, 
with the preparation process raising awareness of the need for collaboration across and trigger-
ing a process of stock taking and subsequent policy innovation that elicited novel initiatives. 
Even though the strategy lost most of its formative power later in its life cycle, substantial 
progress could be achieved via several of its implemented policy measures, for example the 
implementation of “Level UP – Adult Education” (formerly known as the Initiative for Adult 
Education until 2023). The initiative profited from being developed and implemented alongside 
the preparatory work and later the coordinative framework of the LLL:2020 strategy, which 
brought together the relevant stakeholders for its implementation, facilitating smooth 
knowledge transfer and providing common overarching goals for the design of the instrument: 
adult (basic) education as a means for personal development, social integration, and empower-
ment on top of economic and labour market effects. Similarly, the Qualification Plan Vienna 
substantially smoothed the implementation of later follow-up instruments. The swift implemen-
tation of the “Vienna Weeks” (an outreach programme for lifelong learning and guidance) was 
made possible by prior groundwork achieved under the coordinative framework of the strategic 
policy document and built on long-existing regional cooperation. 

Second, the case studies have shown that skill strategies might improve the interplay be-
tween smaller sets of relevant skills policy measures by making them mutually reinforcing 
and/or avoiding duplications of efforts. For example, in Bulgaria, the inclusion of the “Adult 
Learning Literacy Programme” in the National Strategy for Lifelong Learning (2008-2013, 
2014-2020) enabled coordinated reforms across interconnected sectors of the adult learning 
system, which led to further developments in the underlying legal framework. More specifi-
cally, this included enhancing the legal framework for legitimising literacy, certifying learning 

 
 

5  A levy was introduced only seven years after launch of the strategy, and with a substantially different (na-
tional-level) design than originally foreseen. 
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outcomes, and validating non-formal and informal learning. Additionally, it facilitated the in-
troduction of the follow-up initiative “Training of adults undergoing literacy courses”, aimed 
at increasing the employment prospects of unemployed individuals who successfully completed 
literacy courses and met the educational requirements for entry into vocational training, with 
particular focus on youth. Also in Austria, the beforementioned “Vienna Weeks” were designed 
as an instrument to implement the objectives of the Vienna Qualification Plan 2020. One of the 
main success factors of the Vienna Weeks framework is its complementarity with other regional 
and local (outreach) activities of the Vienna Employment Promotion Fund and the participating 
partner organisations. 

Third and finally, skills strategies served as reference points that help involved stakehold-
ers to push forwards reforms, providing justifications in favour of the introduction and/or fund-
ing of specific policy instruments. In the case of Norway, the National Strategy for Skills Policy 
facilitated the integration of skills policies into other policy fields, most importantly migration 
and integration policy. It served as an important driver for the embeddedness of career guidance 
in the Integration Act of 2021, which introduced the right and duty for refugees to participate 
in career guidance (see further above). In Bulgaria, the National Strategies for Lifelong Learn-
ing acted as a common reference point in which policy instruments are normatively justified 
and financially secured upon the commitment of all relevant stakeholders (state institutions, 
NGOs, employers, trade unions). Similarly, in Germany, the case studies suggest that the inte-
gration of the “Bildungsprämie” (a further education voucher for individuals) in the national 
strategies increased its visibility and access to funding. Also the “ValiKom” project (2015) that 
piloted approaches for the validation of non-formal and informal competences was included in 
the National Skills Strategy, and its transformation into a fully-fledged legal framework for 
validation was foreseen in the revised Skills Strategy in (2022) and finally implemented in 
2024. 

In sum, while it may be true that strategic policy documents sometimes follow a “political 
logic that coopts policies that would have been formulated anyway” (Nordbeck & Steurer, 
2015), skills strategies can certainly improve skills policy-making by building foundations for 
policy coordination and facilitating change, increasing complementarity between policy 
measures and reinforcing policy priorities among decision-makers. 

4 Success Factors for Strategic Policy Documents on Skills 
Cross-country comparative analysis suggests that benefits identified above cannot be taken 

for granted. Barriers external to the strategy process like government changes, socio-economic 
shocks, and complexities arising from multi-level systems of government have shown great 
disruptive potential for the implementation of strategic policy documents. Also, barriers inter-
nal to the strategic process, like misalignments between strategies’ goals, indicators and actions 
and misalignments of strategy goals with a specific country context can disrupt implementation. 
A detailed discussion of how these barriers influenced the implementation of the strategies can 
be accessed in the full version of the report. 

However, our analysis shows that these barriers can also be mitigated. First of all, in par-
ticular strategies that encompass the priorities of broader groups of stakeholders are better 
suited to withstand external disruptions. Skills strategies can be built upon the agreement of 
social partners (employer associations and labour unions), which in many skill formation sys-
tems take over substantial semi-public functions in the governance of skills systems (e.g. train-
ing administration, standardization, reform, provision) (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012; 
Emmenegger et al., 2019; Streeck & Schmitter, 1985). Due to their proven expert knowledge, 
social partners are often seen as the most appropriate actors informing reforms in this policy 
area (Culpepper, 2011), consequently future governments might be more likely to refrain from 
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jeopardizing a given skills strategy if it is built upon broad agreement by social partners. Inter-
connectedly, skills strategies can be designed so that they emphasise goals and policy measures 
that are accepted across the political landscape. Parties of the political left often prioritize social, 
personal and human development goals, while parties with economically right-wing positions 
usually prioritize economic efficiency in skills policy making (Busemeyer, 2015; Carstensen et 
al., 2021; Carstensen & Ibsen, 2021). For example, a given strategy might focus on goals and 
actions that do not only have primarily economic aims – i.e. matching skills provided to the 
demands of firms - but simultaneously also try to create positive effects for social inclusiveness, 
democratic participation, or individuals’ overall well-being. Such a more balanced strategy can 
resonate with decision-makers also after changes in government. 

For example, in Germany, the National Skills Strategy was launched in 2019 under a grand 
coalition led by Christian Democrats (CDU) together with social democrats (SPD), but has been 
renewed in 2022 by the a new social-liberal government led by social democrats (SPD), to-
gether with the market-liberals (FPD) and the left-wing Green Party. From the beginning, the 
National Skills Strategy had been created under the lead of the relevant federal ministries to-
gether with “strategy partners”: the public employment service, representatives of the federated 
states as well as the social partners and key experts. Also the Norwegian Strategy for Skills 
Policy (2017-2021) can be considered as a particularly encompassing strategy. Even though the 
conservative party continued leading the government after the 2017 election, the government’s 
junior partners for the new legislative period changed, and so did lead-positions in the involved 
ministries (Ministry of Economy, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Labour and Social Af-
fairs). Despite these fluctuations, the strategy remained highly relevant across its whole fore-
seen lifecycle, with a key facilitator for the successful implementation of the strategy being 
involvement of the social partners (and other stakeholders) in the strategy process (in particular 
the central Skills Policy Council) which gave a common understanding and committed both 
government, regional government and the social partners to its implementation. 

Second, if the governance structures of the strategic policy documents’ implementation 
process ensure a certain degree of adaptability (e.g. via foreseen update points), skills strategies 
can be more easily be adapted to reflect changing external circumstances without derailing the 
whole strategy process. For example, in the case of the German National Skills Strategy, the 
original strategic policy document introduced in 2019 under a conservative-led government 
already scheduled a designated update for the year 2020 – in parallel to the foreseen federal 
elections. This in-built opportunity, namely to use preexisting coordination channels between 
the different stakeholders already fostered in the strategies’ first phase while being able to refine 
further implementation according to new preferences, was seized by the newly elected social-
democratic-green-liberal government. The Norwegian Strategy for Skills Policy (2017-2021) 
set up a joint committee responsible to “follow-up” on the implementation of the strategy, the 
“Skills Policy Council”. In this council, the strategy partners themselves had substantial leeway 
in the design and implementation of the respective policy measures, even though the main over-
arching strategic policy document officially remained unchanged. Plans could be adapted, for 
example in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic, with eight additional tripartite training pro-
grammes for skills development launching in 2020 and 2021, to deal with the growing number 
of laid-off workers and workers who had lost their jobs. Also in the case of the Qualification 
Plan Vienna (2013 – 2020) (Austria), periodic meetings of a steering committee served as a 
platform for discussing the ongoing implementation progress, addressing emerging challenges 
(distortions in the aftermath of the pandemic, an increase of incoming refugees), and collabo-
rating on further enhancements of the strategy. 

 Third and finally, skills strategies that ensure consistency in the face of external and inter-
nal pressures - that is complementarity between their overall goals, suitability of policy instru-
ments designed to achieve these goals, and clearly assigned responsibilities for implementation 
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- appear as particularly resilient. Such consistency can be facilitated by a well-designed moni-
toring process of strategy implementation with concrete feedback loops. For example, in Nor-
way, process monitoring had been applied directly by the Skills Policy Council under the lead 
of the (Deputy) Minister of Education, to which each strategy partner had to report planned 
actions and progress on implementing them. In the case of the Qualification Plan Vienna (2013 
– 2020), the strategies’ central steering committee met regularly, overseeing developments 
within the set process, outcome and trend indicators. As this steering committee was composed 
of representatives of strategy partners with real decision-making power, they could act upon 
the results provided by the monitoring process and therefore, ensuring consistency of overall 
goals with the foreseen policy measures by amending the original strategy as deemed necessary. 

5 Conclusion 
Strategic policy documents can easily appear as a panacea to achieve progress in a policy 

field shaped by complex governance structures, with a multiplicity of different actors at multi-
ple government levels involved in provision, financing, reform and day-to-day administration. 
Cross-country comparative analysis suggests that during their foreseen lifecycle, skills strate-
gies can encounter a wide range of different barriers for implementation. Our study shows that 
skills strategies which are encompassing, adaptable and consistent are particularly well suited 
to mitigate potential barriers for implementation. However, skills strategies can hardly act as a 
golden bullet. None of the observed skills strategies were fully implemented, and many skills 
strategies remained rather limited in the extent to which they aimed for far-reaching, large-scale 
reforms of the overall skill formation system. In particular in political-economic contexts where 
abrupt, disruptive reforms are striven for by decision-makers (as is often the case in liberal or 
transitional skill formation systems that are deemed to be “underperforming” ), strategic policy 
documents might be the wrong “tool” to bring about such change. After all, strategic policy 
documents formulate long-term (i.e. strategic) plans for the further development of skill for-
mation systems that stretch across electoral cycles, and encompassing strategies resting on com-
promise positions appear better suited to withstand governmental changes. It might be hard to 
find consensus for fundamental disruptive changes across the partisan divide, making strategic 
policy documents aiming for such change particularly fragile across electoral cycles. 

However, despite the often limited extent to which they could be implemented, it would be 
unwarranted to call for an overall abandonment of strategic policy documents as an overall 
approach to policy-making. Many of the observed skills strategies have contributed to the suc-
cess of at least some policy instruments in the area of skills policies, or have newly established 
channels of coordination that build the foundation for later reforms. As shown in historical 
institutionalist literature, also initial smaller-scale changes have the potential to ultimately ac-
cumulate up to large-scale changes via a process of incremental, gradual institutional change 
(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Streeck & Thelen, 2005). The respective strategy processes were 
often able to mitigate reform deadlocks related to the introduction of new policies, increased 
complementarity between policy measures, and reinforced policy priorities among decision-
makers. 

The barriers for the implementation of skill strategies and means to mitigate them identified 
in this study can in turn help policy-makers “make strategies more strategic by explicitly deal-
ing with the context of limiting polity structures, actors constellations and the ways public ad-
ministrations work” (Steurer, 2007). Providing lessons learned that go beyond the observed 
country case studies, these insights can support the development of the next generation of skills 
strategies, and feed back into the broader literature on strategic public management and other 
policy domains where strategic policy documents are applied, including sustainable develop-
ment, environmental planning, social policy and healthcare reform (Rayner & Howlett, 2009). 
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Abstract 
Context: This study analyses the vocational training teachers' social representations of their role 
through Self-Determination Theory, focusing on student autonomy, student and teacher com-
petences, and teacher-student relationships. Methods: A qualitative analysis was conducted us-
ing two focus groups (N=20) in a Vocational Training centre in the Balearic Islands, Spain. 
Data were analysed through discourse analysis using Atlas.ti 9. Results: Teachers perceive sys-
temic challenges, including inadequate student preparation, low motivation, and misalignment 
between education and labour market needs. Two perspectives emerge: one emphasizing holis-
tic student development and another focused solely on job-specific training. Conclusions: The 
results highlight contradictions between the social role expected of teachers as educators and 
the practical constraints they face. Teachers feel unprepared to address students' motivation and 
autonomy, leading to frustration and a decrease in self-perceived competence. At the same time, 
they represent a social and educational reality that exceeds their possibilities of action and goes 
beyond the roles they consider themselves to have. 

Keywords 
social representations, teaching innovation, self-determination theory, vocational education and 
training, student motivation 

1 Introduction 
The theory of self-determination proposes the existence of a causal relationship between 

the satisfaction of three basic psychological needs: social and collaborative relationships, au-
tonomy in the performance of tasks and the feeling of being competent, the result of which 
affects the psychological well-being of the person and his degree of motivation to perform a 
task. A fact that affects better professional performance (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The analysis of 
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the triad of interrelations of these three axes allows the development of partial theories that 
expand a holistic framework of relationships between internal variables and contextual factors 
of great influence on the individual (Stover et al., 2017). 

The sub-theory of organic integration presents a continuum from non-regulation of behav-
iour and demotivation to intrinsic regulation and motivation (Litalien et al, 2017). In this one 
is a point characterized by integrated regulation and an extrinsic motivation that is practically 
imperceptible. In this case, the subject's behaviour is a consequence of what is socially expected 
of him. 

Another sub theory, that of cognitive assessment, links social and contextual factors with 
the degree of intrinsic motivation. The positive inputs that subjects receive increase their moti-
vation when they feel competent (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Social feedback models behaviours to 
conform to what is socially expected (Schunk & Dibenedetto, 2020). 

Teachers are influenced and pressured by what is socially expected of their role. This af-
fects the loss of intrinsic motivation for teaching, as they lose part of their autonomy in their 
decisions (Pelletier et al., 2002). 

The barriers that arise in their teaching practice reduce their chances of expected success, 
negatively affecting their self-perception of their competencies and expectations of success in 
their educational work. (Fernet et al., 2012). The impact of the context influences the self-
representation of teachers and their competencies to take on the challenges of teaching (Bren-
ner, 2022). 

Social representations are mental schemes that allow ordering and objectifying ideas about 
a perceived and represented universe, shared by subjects to face social contradictions. Its con-
tent is configured from lived or perceived experience, socialization and its sociocultural models 
(Jodelet, 2019). It is an appropriate field of analysis to see how the teacher "faces and seeks to 
adapt to the processes of change and social phenomena that influence his professional practice." 
(Suárez & Robles, 2021, p.13) and to see if the social representations of their teaching function 
influence the representation of their professional competence. Teachers feel more or less com-
petent, depending on the representation they have of their professional performance (Nolkem-
per et al, 2019). 

This work aims to delve into the social representations of Vocational Training teachers 
about their teaching function, considering an analysis from the theory of Self-Determination 
(SDT). It is interesting to delve into the social representations that teachers have about each of 
the axes of SDT, derived from their teaching experience and ultimately about motivation, since 
this theory proposes the relationship between these elements and the motivation that teachers 
can generate in students, and their own motivations in this relationship with their teaching and 
professional practice. 

Research questions: 
What social representations do teachers have about the axes of SDT and motivation, like a 

consequence of their impact on students? What is the social representation of your teaching 
function in this theoretical-practical context? 

This is a research carried out within the framework of the project ‘Teaching practice and 
prevention of early dropout in Vocational Training: An empirical approach and intervention 
proposal’.79F

1 

 
 

1  This is a research carried out within the framework of the project ‘Teaching practice and prevention of early 
dropout in Vocational Training: An empirical approach and intervention proposal. 
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2 Method 
For the development of this research, 2 focus groups have been analysed, corresponding to 

a Vocational Training centre in the Balearic Islands (Spain), with a total of 20 participants. The 
composition of the groups has been heterogeneous and balanced, according to sex, professional 
family and years of experience. The development of the empirical work has been developed 
during the 2023/24 academic year. The script applied in the focus groups has been made up of 
questions or issues to be discussed in the group, on the three elements of SDT and motivation. 
Each of these with different thematic subsections to favour a discourse more focused on partic-
ular nuances. For the design and development of the focus groups, the indications proposed by 
Flick (2018) have been followed. The categories of analysis correspond to the following main 
nodes: motivation (of teachers and students), teacher-student bond relationships; autonomy of 
students, competences for the performance of tasks (of teachers and students). The discourse 
analysis techniques used could be framed in a mixed strategy, combining qualitative content 
analysis, in terms of comparison, contrast and contradictions that arise in the different contri-
butions, and critical discourse analysis, used at moments of greater depth in the analysis 
(Ballestín & Fàbregues, 2018). It is a question of appreciating the way in which the subjects 
position themselves with respect to their way of representing reality from a position of symbolic 
power, as teachers and with a social and formative function to be developed. For the categori-
zation and analysis of the discursive content, the Atlas ti.9 software has been used. 

3 Results 
The following is an analysis of the discourse organized on the three axes of the SDT: The 

autonomy of the students in carrying out their tasks, the competences in the performance of 
these tasks (both in the case of students and teachers) and the relationships between them. Fi-
nally, a brief allusion is made to motivation, as this is the element that the theory considers to 
be the result of the interaction of its three axes. 

3.1 Student Autonomy 
Teachers are concerned and have mixed feelings about the lack of autonomy of the stu-

dents. He considers that it has very little or even, in some cases, no autonomy. Their learning 
depends excessively on the instructions they are given and that contradicts what they will find 
in the world of work. Teachers think that it is a learning process that they are not able to trans-
mit. They consider that their function, in this case, is to train students to have autonomy in the 
workplace, but they do not know what tools they can use to ensure that this competence is 
acquired effectively. They distrust their results, they think that there is a gap between what the 
education system and teaching itself offers (teaching practices conditioned by the curriculum, 
pedagogical methods, etc.) and the reality they will face, that is, the real needs of the labour 
market. Their function should be in accordance with the world of work, but this is not the case 
in practice, because teaching is not capable of facilitating this competence of autonomy in the 
performance of tasks. In short, the curriculum, pedagogical methods and teaching conditions 
do not always facilitate the development of autonomy, which generates a sense of powerless-
ness among teachers. 

3.2 Student Competences 
With regard to the students' skills, a series of elements considered key by teachers appear 

about the low skills of students and their difficulties in acquiring new ones. It is continuously 
attributed to a lack of previous academic and transversal skills. A conditioning factor that makes 
it difficult to improve their formative learning. 
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One of the main criticisms of this fact is directed towards educational guidance in Second-
ary Education. Teachers consider that it is the education system and the indiscriminate referral 
to professional training of those students with low results in Secondary Education, which gen-
erates this funnel, with negative consequences for students and teachers, as this has a very neg-
ative impact on the result of their educational-training function. Teachers are very critical of 
this fact, as their capacity as teachers is socially questioned, given the low results obtained and 
the high percentage of dropouts. This same circumstance ends up influencing students, who are 
unable to follow the training process, as a result a feedback process is generated with negative 
consequences: low previous skills make it difficult to acquire new learning and their motivation 
is drastically reduced. 

3.3 Teacher Competences 
Teachers are considered competent in the professional subjects for which they are prepared 

by their career (academic, professional or both), knowledge in accordance with their function 
of transmitting the appropriate and necessary knowledge for specific professional skills, related 
to a speciality and job category. The problem arises when they are assigned to practice in a 
specialty or training module for which they do not have training. This generates a serious prob-
lem for them and calls into question their competences in terms of the content and knowledge 
to be transmitted. They consider that this affects their credibility and makes it difficult to fulfil 
their teaching role. In addition, it forces them to work hard to adapt to the new modules, of 
which they sometimes do not have sufficient skills and knowledge. 

The competences that they assess as insufficient are those linked to the academic and train-
ing needs of the students, prior to joining the Vocational Training centre, among other things 
because they consider that these circumstances put the results of their teaching action at risk 
and because they consider that it is not their functions to prepare students in content and skills 
that they should have previously. These include aspects such as the social skills necessary for 
future incorporation into a job. Herein lies one of the key points about the social representations 
of teachers with respect to their competences. They do consider themselves competent to trans-
mit knowledge about professions in which they are trained. Although they are not so clear when 
the needs of the students are basic knowledge and social skills. On this point, teachers are 
clearly very critical, as they believe that the Vocational Training system includes other func-
tions that they attribute to teachers, when they should be carried out by other technical profes-
sionals or at other times prior to entering a training centre. 

Another key aspect in the social representation of teachers is the distinction between their 
function as technical trainers and their possible pedagogical role. Here two different positions 
are observed on their function and the consequent powers to be assumed: 

A group of teachers with a more pedagogical vision, who consider that their function is not 
only to transmit technical knowledge, but also to promote the comprehensive development of 
students, including transversal competences and social skills. 

At the other extreme, there is another group of teachers with a more technical approach, 
who understand their role as specific training for the performance of a profession, without as-
suming additional responsibilities that have to do with the motivation or comprehensive training 
of students. They consider that this is the responsibility of the students or of the education and 
socialization previously received. 

This differentiation has an impact on the way teachers perceive their work and how they 
face educational and training challenges. 
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3.4 Relationships and Bonding 
Teachers agree on the importance of creating a teacher-student bond. Although sometimes 

they see it more from a romantic approach, extracted from an ideal and a relationship that would 
place the teacher as a mentor. ‘The teacher is a positive role model who pampers the students 
and gives them ideas. He is attentive to their needs...’ (BVT teacher, School 2). The reality is 
far from this ideal, as it is frustrated by students who reject training, or who arrive at it with a 
wrong idea and when they see everything they have to study, they develop a counterculture 
towards the teacher, the school and the training they offer. ‘Sometimes I feel like a clown, a 
comedian, because if you don't entertain them, they can't motivate themselves. (MVT teacher, 
school 1) ‘It's as if we were entertaining them because in reality there are those who have no 
vocation for the profession or for training. (BVT teacher, school 1). ‘They don't know what to 
study and they enrol wherever they can, out of 25 I only have 5 students left in class (...) they 
end up unmotivated, they reject the theoretical classes, in the end they reject the training and 
drop out’. (MVT teacher, centre 2). 

3.5 Motivation 
Finally, it should be noted that students' motivation is affected by different factors: because 

the training offer or pedagogical methodologies do not meet their expectations, the previous 
academic level is not adequate, they are in a complex social context, etc. Teachers are demoti-
vated by the lack of results, by the fact that they consider that they are not fulfilling their teach-
ing function for reasons external to it, etc. The result is that the three basic needs that SDT 
contemplates to increase intrinsic motivation are at a point full of contradictions that affect the 
ability to work from teaching to favour an increase in student results and a greater degree of 
satisfaction in both actors (teachers and students). 

4 Conclusions 
Teachers present negative social representations about the Vocational Training system and 

the students, which results in a contradiction between what is considered their social function 
as trainers for a profession, the difficulties for it to have results and the functions they are forced 
to assume. The discourse revolves around two positions: a more pedagogical teaching staff that 
advocates comprehensive training, among which would be the promotion of transversal skills 
and work promoting the three axes of the SDT: bonding, autonomy and promotion of the stu-
dents' skills, in all their dimensions and, on the other hand, those teachers who are inserted in a 
model of company trainer (usually those who come from the world of work and not so much of 
the academic) that considers their functions strictly formative in direct competencies for work 
performance. This second group does not consider to the same degree the support for students 
to act on the three axes of the SDT. In general, its position is based on the following factors: 

A Vocational Training system that, together with the Secondary Education guidance de-
partments, directs students with the greatest difficulties towards this offer, without adequately 
informing them, frustrating their future opportunities and making teaching work difficult. Di-
recting them to studies that, on many occasions, do not correspond to their concerns and abili-
ties. 

Students with insufficient basic skills (educational and social), especially in Basic Voca-
tional Training. Lacking interest, motivation and with objectives that do not correspond to the 
training offered, nor to the pedagogical methodologies used. He considers that his responsibil-
ities to promote the motivation of students are limited, in other cases he considers that he is a 
technical professional lacking pedagogical and social skills, to respond to the needs of the stu-
dents, and it is even questioned that this corresponds to his functions. It states that autonomy 
must be an inherent competence of the students; He gives importance to the teacher-student 
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bond, as a weighty element, but blames the education system, early dropout and overcrowding 
as a barrier to positive effects. Teachers feel unaccompanied in this process, without the capac-
ity for autonomy due to overcoming contextual circumstances and with their competencies 
questioned, by themselves and by society, in the face of the results in early dropout and in the 
performance of students. Facts that generate dissatisfaction and low motivation, calling into 
question the definition of their social and educational function. 
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Abstract 
Context: The shortage of teachers can be identified as a European, if not global, problem. To 
ensure teacher supply in the future, various possibilities have been established recently in Ger-
many to enter vocational teacher education. One of these ways are special cooperation projects 
between universities of applied sciences for engineering and universities with teacher education 
programs. A project like this lies in the focus of the research at hand. The aim of the research 
is to identify the motivational factors of engineering students choosing to participate in the 
project in order to later enter teacher education. Through this, recruitment potential for possible 
future students may be identified. 
Approach: A qualitative interview study is conducted to gather data on the motives of bachelor 
engineering students to take part in the project mentioned above. We therefore draw from re-
search results regarding the widely used FIT-Choice scales and the in Germany more promi-
nently used FEMOLA-scales. The FEMOLA-scales are used to conduct guideline-based inter-
views with n=7 engineering students currently participating in the project. Additionally, narra-
tive inquiry is used in the interviews to get insights on the biographical and academic pathways 
of the engineering students into the project. For analysis, a combination of narrative inquiry 
and qualitative content analysis is used. 
Findings: The results show three discernible types of students characterised by their respective 
motivations, namely intrinsic, altruistic and extrinsic. The analysis reveals that the idea of pur-
suing vocational teacher education is initially formulated during the students' own academic 
journeys within the education system, particularly within the context of vocational education. 
Conclusions: Although the identified types of students differ in their characteristics of motives 
of entering the project, across all types the interest in a career in vocational teaching stems from 
own experiences in vocational education. Here, recruitment potential for future teacher students 
can be identified. Additionally, pedagogical interest and altruistic motives can be identified as 
the most important influences. 

Keywords 
VET, career choice, teacher education, study choice, Germany 
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1 Introduction 
Germany is currently experiencing a shortage of teachers, which is particularly pronounced 

in the field of technical vocational education. This shortage is not a problem singular to Ger-
many. The European Commission states, that across Europe shortages of teachers affect 35 
educational systems (European Commission, 2021). Beyond Europe, teacher shortages are a 
pervasive global issue, as evidenced by reports from the OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development) referencing to challenges with teacher supplies in countries 
such as Korea and the US (OECD, 2021). In Germany, the current low number of new teachers 
is set to be counterbalanced by a significant projected recruitment need in vocational education 
over the next few years. First, due to the current high average age of teachers at vocational 
schools, it is expected that around half of the teaching staff employed will retire by 2032 
(Klemm & Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2018). Second, new recruitment requirements in the voca-
tional teaching profession are estimated at 4,800 positions per year between 2025 and 2030 and 
as many as 6,100 positions per year over the following five-year period (Klemm & Bertelsmann 
Stiftung, 2018). With around 2.700 new applicants predicted (KMK, 2022), this means that the 
number of vacancies for vocational teachers will not be sufficiently covered, which could be-
come even more acute in the coming years. It therefore seems sensible to open up new routes 
into the vocational teaching profession in order to attract more potential teachers. In Germany, 
special co-operation projects are one of these possibilities, in which engineering students in the 
bachelor's programme are given the opportunity to take additional pedagogical courses that 
allow them to enter the teacher training programme in the master's programme. A project like 
this is at the centre of the research at hand. 

1.1 Project EduTechNet OWL 
The aim of the project EduTechNet OWL is to attract engineering students in their Bache-

lor to enrol in a Master of Education, therefore qualifying for a teaching career at vocational 
schools. This goal is realised through a cooperation between the University of Paderborn and 
four surrounding universities of applied sciences (UoAS). The participating universities are the 
University of Applied Sciences and Arts Bielefeld, the University of Applied Sciences 
Südwestfalen (especially with the locations Soest and Meschede), the Technical University of 
Applied Sciences OWL and the University of Applied Sciences Hamm-Lippstadt. At all four 
UoAS locations, engineering students in the fields of mechanical and electrical engineering 
have the opportunity to attend a total of five additional (subject-specific) didactic courses dur-
ing their Bachelor of Engineering degree. These allow them to switch to the Master of Educa-
tion and thus to the professional vocational teacher training at Paderborn University without 
any additional requirements after completing their Bachelor's degree (at many other universi-
ties, students have to complete these additional requirements in their Master’s degree). These 
students then complete the Master's program in the same way as students who may have already 
completed a teacher-oriented Bachelor's program. A peculiarity of the project EduTech is that 
it is permanently established and therefore especially sustainable. Although many teachers have 
been recruited through said project over the years, the number of students is currently declining. 
Therefore, the present study answers the question of why engineering students choose to par-
ticipate in additional pedagogical courses, what their motives are, and thus how new potential 
students can be addressed in the future. These possible recruitment opportunities are potentially 
transferable to other European VET systems. 
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2 Theoretical Background 
To analyse and identify recruitment potentials for possible future teacher students, career 

and study choice motives have proven to be an important predictor and are therefore often fo-
cused on in literature on teacher shortages around the world (Fray & Gore, 2018; Mičiulienė & 
Kovalčikienė, 2023; Stellmacher & Paetsch, 2023). Looking at existing literature on the mo-
tives for choosing a career in teaching, pre-service vocational teachers are underrepresented 
(Berger & D'Ascoli, 2012; Kristmansson & Fjellström, 2022). In addition, with regard to the 
present sample, the engineering students who choose to participate in an additional pedagogical 
course have not yet made the decision to enter teacher education but only show an affinity for 
this career path. Therefore, additional motives that differ from the existing literature may influ-
ence this decision. In the following sections, we will first characterise (vocational) teacher ed-
ucation in Germany, followed by an analysis of the factors that influence the career and study 
choices of those entering teacher education. 

2.1 Teacher Education in Germany 
In order to place the project in the context of the present study, the following section de-

scribes teacher education in Germany with its various entry points. Traditionally, teacher edu-
cation in Germany consists of a Bachelor's degree followed by a Master's degree. Together, 
these form the first phase of teacher training. After this, students from general education can 
enter their pre-service training. For vocational education, however, an additional 52 weeks of 
experience in the field in which the students will teach is required before they can enter pre-
service training in a vocational school. This pre-service training lasts 18 months and forms the 
second phase of (vocational) teacher education. Finally, the third phase is the actual teaching 
profession, which is accompanied by compulsory in-service training (Jonas-Ahrend et al., 
2023). This complex process of teacher education aims to ensure professional development of 
teacher students but simultaneously may discourage some students to enter teacher education 
at all (as seen in the results of this study). After all, it takes a minimum of 6,5 years to become 
a vocational teacher. The present project is situated in the first phase of teacher education, as it 
is aimed students who, after completing their Bachelor's degree, wish to take up a Master of 
Education. Although the project does not shorten the time it takes to become a vocational 
teacher, it offers the possibility for the students to have both an engineering and a teaching 
degree in the end, offering them multiple vocational pathways and therefore improving the at-
tractivity of teacher education. In order to address the shortage of teachers at vocational schools, 
it is also possible to enter teacher education after completing a subject-specific bachelor’s and 
master’s degree (e.g. a bachelor's and master's degree in mechanical engineering). In this case, 
teacher students need a specific amount of practical experience in the field they are going to 
teach and then enter a slightly different pre-service teacher training with additional pedagogical 
content. These different routes into teacher education were established and permanently insti-
tutionalized in the last 10 to 15 years. Lastly, it is also possible to teach at a vocational school 
without any prior pedagogical teacher training. In this case, people only receive a licence that 
allows them to teach, but they do not become actual teachers. This is why this career path comes 
with disadvantages like lower salary and is not as common as the other described paths (for a 
more detailed description of teacher education in Germany, see Porsch & Reintjes, 2023). In 
order to understand, why people choose to enter a career in teaching, career choice motives 
have proven to be an important influence (Fray & Gore, 2018). In the following chapter, the 
theoretical foundations and existing research results will be discussed. 
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2.2 Motives for Choosing a Career in Teaching 
There are different theories when it comes to career choice processes, ranging from Trait-

and-Factor Theory (Holland, 1997) to Gottfredsons Theory of Circumscription and Compro-
mise (Gottfredson, 1981) or more motivationally oriented theories like Self-Determination-
Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2008). When looking at peoples’ personal motives to choose a career in 
teaching, studies mostly focus on three kinds of motives: altruistic, intrinsic and extrinsic (Fray 
& Gore, 2018). For this, the majority of existing research relies on expectancy-value-models 
(Eccles, 1983; Eccles et al., 2005). These state that the motivation to perform a certain action 
depends on the expectation that the respective action will be carried out successfully. Addition-
ally, it depends on the value assigned to the respective action. The motivation to perform the 
action then arises from weighing up these two aspects (Eccles et al., 2005; Wigfield & Eccles, 
2000). In the context of research on the career and study choice motivation of pre-service teach-
ers, the two survey instruments FEMOLA (Pohlmann & Möller, 2010) and FIT-Choice (Rich-
ardson & Watt, 2014; Watt & Richardson, 2007), which are also based on the described expec-
tation-value-theories, attract a great deal of attention. These differ slightly in their operational-
ization. The FIT-choice scales are divided into the following dimensions: intrinsic motives like 
self-perceptions (self-perceived teaching abilities) and intrinsic motivation (intrinsic value), al-
truistic motives like social utility value (making a social contribution, working with chil-
dren/young people), and extrinsic motives like personal utility value (job security, compatibility 
of job and family), task demand (expert career, high demand), usefulness (social status, salary) 
and fallback career (Watt et al., 2012) and are used particularly in an international context (see 
e.g. Alvariñas-Villaverde et al., 2022; Fray & Gore, 2018; Heinz, 2015; König & Rothland, 
2012; Watt et al., 2012). Meanwhile, the FEMOLA questionnaire is mostly used in German-
speaking countries (see e.g. Bauer et al., 2010; Retelsdorf & Möller, 2012; Stellmacher, 2023; 
Stellmacher & Ohlemann, 2021; Stellmacher & Paetsch, 2023) and is divided into the dimen-
sions of pedagogical interest, professional interest, self-perceived ability, usefulness, social in-
fluences and low difficulty (Pohlmann & Möller, 2010). Altruistic motives like helping other 
people can be found in the scales of pedagogical and professional interest, whereas extrinsic 
motives like a good salary or encouragement by significant others can be found in the scales of 
usefulness, low difficulty and social influences. Intrinsic motives can be found in the scale of 
self-perceived abilities. The present research is based on the FEMOLA questionnaire. The pe-
culiarity of the research at hand is that the quantitative scales of the original questionnaire are 
used in a qualitative way, conducting guideline-based interviews which are based on the scales 
appearing in the questionnaire. In the qualitative application of the FEMOLA questionnaire, 
particular attention is paid to ascertaining both the motives themselves and their influence on 
the decision to attend the (subject-specific) didactic courses. This is only partially the case in 
the quantitative survey instrument (see chapter three) as it is focussed merely on how pro-
nounced specific motives are. 

Studies using one of these instruments show that different motive profiles can be identified 
and separated from another according to their intrinsic and extrinsic motives. In general, intrin-
sic and altruistic motives are shown to be predictors of later job satisfaction and well-being and 
are therefore characterised as more desirable for people choosing a career in teaching, while 
extrinsic motives are shown to be less favourable (Driesel-Lange et al., 2017; Stellmacher & 
Ohlemann, 2021; Stellmacher & Paetsch, 2023). In many studies, altruistic motives are identi-
fied as the most important influence (see e.g. Bakar et al., 2014; Reeves & Lowenhaupt, 2016) 
followed by intrinsic motives. Extrinsic motives (like salary) are often described as less im-
portant, especially in western countries (see e.g. Jungert et al., 2014). With respect to extrinsic 
motives, an underrepresentation due to effects of social acceptance may also be possible (see 
results of this study). 
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3 Research Design 
In the following sections, the research design of the study at hand will be discussed. First, 

the research question and subsequent hypothesis will be described. After this, the research and 
analysis methods will be discussed, followed by a detailed description of the sample used in the 
presented research. 

3.1 Research Question and Hypothesis 
The aim of the present research is to identify motives why engineering students choose a 

career in teaching or show an affinity towards this career. Therefore, the following research 
question is articulated: 

 
RQ: Why do undergraduate engineering students choose to take part in extra pedagogical 
courses? 

With regard to the existing literature, almost all studies use quantitative approaches to an-
alyse career choice motives. Therefore, hypotheses have to be drawn from these results: 

H: It is expected that the motives of the FEMOLA scales are also adaptable to the present 
sample. As in the existing literature, altruistic and intrinsic motives should be most prominent 
and connected to positive career choice motives, whereas extrinsic motives can be identified as 
less promising. As the students in the present sample have not yet fully committed to a career 
in teaching, additional motives are possible. 

3.2 Research and Analysis Method 
To answer this question, a qualitative interview study is conducted. The research methodology 
of this study is a special feature, as it uses a combination of qualitative content analysis accord-
ing to Kuckartz (2018) and narrative analysis according to Schütze (2016). This methodology 
also has an impact on the conducted interviews. The interview begins with a narrative, conver-
sation-generating question in which the participants report as openly as possible on their previ-
ous academic and professional path up to the interview situation. This is based on Schütze's 
(2016) explanations of the narrative interview, followed by a questioning section in which pos-
sible ambiguities or peculiarities are worked out from the narrative accounts. This narrative 
introduction is then followed by the guideline-oriented part of the interview, which focuses on 
the motives based on the FEMOLA questionnaire (Pohlmann & Möller, 2010). Here, the items 
used in the quantitative questionnaire (e.g. ‘I chose the profession of teaching because I am 
good at explaining’ and ‘I chose the profession of teaching because I am good at conveying 
subject-specific content in an interesting way’) are replaced in the interview guideline by more 
open questions (e.g. ‘How would you generally rate your ability to explain things to others?’ 
and ‘How did these self-assessments influence your decision to attend the (subject-specific) 
didactic events?’). In this way, both the shape and the influence of the respective motive are 
considered in the interview. As mentioned before this is only partially the original quantitative 
instrument. Therefore, the qualitative use of the FEMOLA scales poses a promising extension 
of existing literature. On average, the interviews lasted an average of around 37 minutes, with 
the shortest interview lasting around 20 minutes and the longest around 70 minutes. In order to 
analyse the conducted interviews, firstly, the narrative parts of the interviews are structured and 
organised into a coherent biography according to narrative inquiry (Schütze, 2016). Secondly, 
the structured part of the interviews is analysed using a qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz, 
2018). Coding categories are mostly built deductively based on the motives of the FEMOLA 
instrument (Pohlmann & Möller, 2010). The narrative and content analysis are then compared 
to each other to map out coherent themes or contradictions between both parts, allowing a more 
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thorough analysis. The coded segments are then analysed with respect to the performed narra-
tive analysis. Through this, distinctive types of students are characterised which are separated 
from another by their motive profiles that lead them to take part in the pedagogical extra 
courses. 

3.3 Sample 
The sample consists of n=7 engineering students of the project. In order to obtain a sample-

size sufficient for a qualitative analysis, all project partners of the project were contacted, which 
in turn forwarded prepared information to their students currently participating in the project. 
Due to the small population of the target group (appr. 15 to 20 people), a sample size of five to 
ten students was aimed for. All interviews are performed in a face-to-face environment. Partic-
ipants are distributed approximately equally across the four UoAS (one participant is recruited 
directly from Paderborn University, as this participant has recently started their Master of Ed-
ucation after completing their Bachelor of Engineering). All participants are male and between 
23 and 33 years old (average age 26,7 years) and report having completed a dual apprenticeship 
before starting their Bachelor of Engineering. 

4 Results Derived from the Interviews 
In line with the articulated research question and the discussed analysis method, different 

types of students are characterised based on the interviews at hand. The results show three 
discernible types of students, which can be distinguished from one another based on their char-
acterization of intrinsic and extrinsic motives. This is comparable to existing, quantitative re-
search on personal career choice motives (e.g. Stellmacher & Paetsch, 2023). The motives iden-
tified in the interviews are in line with the scales used in the FEMOLA-questionnaire (peda-
gogical interest, subject interest, self-perceived abilities, utility and social influences). Addi-
tionally, the general organisational conditions of the project were mentioned. Here, the duality 
of completing an engineering degree and having the possibility of entering teacher training was 
mentioned. 

4.1 Type 1: The Altruist 
The first type of student can be characterised three times in the present material. They 

display high intrinsic and altruistic motivations, especially in the areas of pedagogical and sub-
ject-specific interest, as well as in the dimension of self-perceived abilities. 

And I've known since secondary school at some point, sometime around the ninth 
grade, that I was definitely interested in being a teacher, because I often helped a lot 
of people in my class back then, doing little tutorials at home or something like that, 
(.) where there were problems. I had fun helping other people, for example. (IP01, pos. 
7) 

As in the example above, this type of student often describes that their interest in becoming 
a teacher already sparked in their own time at school as a student. Like seen in the example, the 
general interest of becoming a teacher already sparks in secondary school, the specific interest 
in becoming a vocational teacher is then formulated during their time at vocational school. This 
high pedagogical interest becomes apparent in both the narrative and the guideline-based part 
of the interview, raising the question of why this type of student did not enter teacher education 
right away. The utility of a teaching career is perceived positively by this type, although it does 
not appear to be the primary motivation for pursuing a career in teaching. 
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Um, I think that they are important [talking about utility values]. So, if I had realised 
that I could only become a teacher if I could barely make a living afterwards, then I 
think it would have been a job that I wouldn't have taken on because it's been quite a 
long time to get there. Um, but it wasn't decisive for me in a way, that I said, “teachers 
have great vacation times, um, so I'm going to become a teacher”, rather that was more 
the basic prerequisite, so that I wanted to become one at all. (IP06, pos. 37). 

Here, also the long time it takes to become a teacher is mentioned (although the present 
project allows new pathways into teacher education, it does not shorten the time it takes to 
become a vocational teacher). This may explain, why this type of student is hesitant to enter 
vocational teacher education from the start. This positive perception of the utility of the teach-
ing profession only is mentioned when specifically asked for in the guideline-based part of the 
interview and not in the narrative part, which underlines the smaller effect on entering a career 
in teaching. In addition, social influences exert only a partial influence on this decision. 

4.2 Type 2: The Pragmatist 
The second type of student can only be identified once in the material at hand. However, 

because its motivational structure is so different from the other two types, it seems reasonable 
nevertheless to define an additional student type here. For this type, extrinsic motivations exert 
the greatest influence on their decision to pursue a career in teaching. In particular, the utility 
values of a high salary and an optimal work-life balance represent pivotal motivations for this 
type. 

That's [extrinsic factors] also a strong factor, of course. [...] I'm not out to have as much 
free time as possible, then I'd be bored, […]. But the security of having money and 
more free time than others, […] having enough free time during the job, even though 
you (.) earn well. And this security, [...], where else can you get that? (IP02, pos. 52) 

This main motive of a high salary and a healthy work-life balance is mentioned by this type 
of student throughout the interview. In the narrative parts, even at very early stages of their 
academic and vocational biography, decisions are often based on earning money and becoming 
independent. Therefore, it does not seem surprising that this type of student characterises the 
utility as a “strong factor”, like seen in the example above. In addition, social influences can be 
identified as a further significant motivating factor. Here, this type is driven by a desire to 
demonstrate their value to others. 

and one of my goals is to graduate next year, probably, and with the certificate, dis-
guised as a mailman, I go to his workshop, ring the bell and then of course there's a 
note on it with […] a copy of my certificate inside. And then I give it to him, pretending 
of course that I didn't make it and then when he unpacks his package, he has to see this 
note with maybe a little reminder behind it about why I did it so that he might remem-
ber. (IP02, pos. 12). 

In the example above, the participant wants to show his degree to a former teacher in order 
to prove to them, that they completed their Bachelor’s degree and therefore show their own 
value to this teacher. Interestingly, although the theme of proving oneself to others is a coherent 
topic throughout the narrative part of the interview, in the guideline-based part of the interview, 
this type of student denies the influence of social factors. With respect to intrinsic motives, this 
type evinces a lesser degree than the first type. Nevertheless, this group also exhibits a high 
level of self-perceived teaching ability. 
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4.3 Type 3: The Moderate 
The last type of student lies between the first two types and can be identified three times. 

They show moderate levels of intrinsic motives, as well as moderate self-perceived abilities. 

Sure, and then I sort of grew into it here during my time at university. So, at the be-
ginning I read the module description [of the pedagogical courses of project EduTech-
Net OWL] and thought to myself, “okay, that sounds interesting. But I didn't think 
that's what was behind it. And then I started, um and during that time my interest in 
the subject and the didactic direction in general grew. (IP07_LE_SK, pos. 33) 

As it can be interpreted from the example above, this type of student often enters the project 
and therefore teacher education mainly because of the positively perceived organizational con-
ditions. In the narrative parts, this type of student often describes that they just wanted to get an 
idea, what the extra pedagogical courses would entail, but they have mostly not yet decided 
whether they actually want to become a vocational teacher. This may seem negative at first but 
also poses a chance: through easier pathways and allowing students to get in touch with VET 
more easily, more future teacher students may be addressed. The role of social influence and 
utility values appears to be minor to moderate, with positive implications. 

Yes, of course, it definitely made me want to continue. [...] And, um, yes, when you 
get positive feedback, positive feedback that it's well received, of course, that encour-
ages you to continue anyway. (IP07, pos. 47) 

Like the pedagogical and subject-specific interest, social influences are only mentioned 
during the guideline-based part of the interview and not in the narrative parts. Generally, this 
last type of student is characterised by an uncertainty when it comes to choosing teaching as a 
career. Nevertheless, all three types of students developed an interest in a teaching career during 
their time at vocational school or even earlier. Intrinsically motivated students appear to demon-
strate greater certainty about their desire to become teachers after completing their Bachelor of 
Engineering. 

5 Discussion 
The results show three different types of students who choose to participate in extra peda-

gogical courses during their Bachelor of Engineering degree and therefore showing an affinity 
to choosing a career in teaching. With respect to existing literature, the highly intrinsically mo-
tivated type can be identified as the most favourable type of student, followed by type three. 
The second type, which is mostly extrinsically motivated, can be identified as less favourable 
regarding later well-being and job satisfaction. Regarding recruitment potential for possible 
future students, it seems that engineering students with the affinity to a career in teaching tend 
to develop this tendency during their own vocational education (or even earlier). 
Regarding the limitations of the present research, the small sample size needs to be considered. 
Due to the small number of students participating in the project, only seven students (who are 
all male) could be recruited to participate in the conducted interviews. Because of this, the 
generalizability of the results is questionable. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable that three dif-
ferent types of students are characterised. as they differ clearly in their motives of why they 
chose to take on extra pedagogical courses and to pursue or consider a career in teaching. Not-
withstanding this, the results show promising implications. On the one hand, the vocational 
schools themselves seem to be of high value when it comes to recruiting new vocational teacher 
students. Although vocational systems vary across Europe it seems probable that this implica-
tion is also transferable to other countries, as people who themselves have come into contact 
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with the vocational education system in their respective country may show a higher affinity to 
become a vocational teacher than people with no contact to the vocational education system. 
On the other hand, it seems interesting that altruistic and intrinsic motives seem to have a high 
influence on the decision of taking part in the project at hand (even the highly extrinsically 
motivated type of student shows high altruistic motives). Especially for altruistic motives, so-
cial desirability needs to be considered. In order to attract new teachers in the future, image 
campaigns should focus on these parts more than on extrinsic values like salary or vacation 
times. Further research is needed to validate the results presented with different target groups 
and larger sample sizes. Longitudinal research design could enhance the understanding of the 
stability of career choice motives and how pronounced their influence is on staying in teacher 
education. Additionally, these longitudinal studies could enhance the understanding on how 
career choice motives develop over time and why teacher students who already show an affinity 
towards teaching during their own VET experiences do not enter vocational teacher education 
right away but often enter later through projects like the one presented in the paper at hand. 
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Abstract 
Context: Gender segregation in vocational education and training (VET) persists within the 
labour market, perpetuating inequalities, as female-dominated occupations typically have lower 
income levels, reduced occupational prestige, and limited career opportunities. Gender-atypical 
educational choices could help counteract this issue but often result in higher occupational at-
trition. 
Approach: We use a mixed-methods approach that incorporates NEPS data along with qualita-
tive interviews. The interviews centre on men in care and women in STEM and trade occupa-
tions. The theoretical framework encompasses institutional, social, and personal factors in an-
alysing career entry, development, and exit. 
Findings: Men with gender-atypical VET are more likely to pursue further training and transi-
tion into new occupations. In care occupations, unfavourable working conditions, limited career 
opportunities, and low prestige are the primary reasons men leave the field. Women with gen-
der-atypical VET are at a greater risk of being in precarious employment compared to men in 
the same sector. However, unlike men, they do not transition to new occupations as frequently. 
In STEM and trade occupations, women often face structural barriers regarding work arrange-
ments as well as discrimination. 
Conclusions: Our findings reveal gender-specific patterns in labour market entry and career 
development for people with gender-atypical VET, highlighting ongoing structural challenges 
that sustain gender inequality. While our results indicate a lack of initiative on the part of em-
ployers, they also point to some connections with the persistence of the traditional division of 
labour between men and women. 

Keywords 
occupational and educational gender segregation, labour market integration, employment tra-
jectories, occupational dropouts 

1 Introduction 
In Germany, as in many other countries, educational choices and the labour market are 

highly segregated by gender (Achatz, 2018; Busch-Heizmann, 2015; Hamjediers & Peters, 
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2023; Kroll, 2021). This reproduces inequality, as occupations that are traditionally female 
dominated are usually characterised by lower income levels, reduced professional prestige and 
limited career development opportunities (Boll et al., 2016; Egge, 2009; Hünefeld & Dötsch, 
2023; Patrick et al., 2024; Schwiter et al., 2014). Consequently, occupational gender segrega-
tion contributes to income differences, unequal employment prospects and career opportunities 
between men and women (Eige, 2018; Estévez-Abe, 2011; Heininger & Imdorf, 2018; Patrick 
et al., 2024). 

A gender-atypical educational choice has the potential to reduce gender-specific inequali-
ties. However, this only applies if the educational choice leads to a career in that field. Existing 
research show that people formally trained in professions where their gender is numerically 
underrepresented, tend to have a worse experience in the labour market, including more diffi-
culty finding a related job, lower retention rates and fewer career development opportunities 
(Hamjediers & Peters, 2023; Jacobs, 1989; Madsen et al., 2023; Smyth, 2005). 

To gain insights into why gender-atypical educational choices are often followed by diffi-
cult transitions into the labour market, our study examines the further employment trajectories 
of men and women with a gender-atypical vocational education and training (VET). Our focus 
is on the career entry phase of people with gender-atypical VET and the reasons why men and 
women leave their occupations during their careers. 

2 Research Question and Theory 
Our study deals with the “leaky pipeline” (Solga & Pfahl, 2009) or “revolving door” (Ja-

cobs, 1989) phenomenon, which indicates that “segregation is not only a consequence of gen-
dered inflows but [is] also maintained by disproportionate gendered outflows out of gender 
atypical positions” (Hamjediers & Peters, 2023, p. 2). Breaking down gendered occupational 
structures by influencing gendered educational choices is therefore not enough (Busch-Heiz-
mann, 2015; Kroll, 2021; Rohrbach-Schmidt & Uhly 2015). Though, there are only a few stud-
ies on the career entry and further employment history of people with a gender-atypical educa-
tion. Furthermore, the few studies that do exist focus on academic careers, while there is little 
research on the employment trajectories of people with atypical training (Ihsen et al., 2017; 
Imdorf et al., 2015; Jeanrenaud, 2020). Our two main research questions are: 

 
• How does the labour market entry of men and women with gender-atypical vocational 

training compare with the labour market entry of people with gender-typical or gender-
neutral vocational training? 

• What are the reasons for men and women leaving their gender-atypical occupation in the 
course of their employment trajectory? 

•  
While the first research question focuses on the entry phase of a career, a sensitive, inten-

sive and influential period, the second question examines the longer employment history, re-
flecting career choice as an ongoing, multifaceted process that increasingly leads to non-linear 
training and employment trajectories (Ohlemann et al., 2019; Savickas, 2012). Our particular 
focus is on gender, examining how a person's gender and the gender-specific characteristics of 
an occupation influence career entry and the reasons for career change. As we see training and 
employment trajectories not only as a personal decision, but also as a complex outcome shaped 
by an array of personal, social and institutional factors, we lean on three different theoretical 
strands when analysing the career entry phase and the causes of a career change. 

The first theoretical approach is based on an institutional argument and describes structural 
barriers, that have developed along the traditional gendered division of labour and are still prev-
alent in disparities in working and employment conditions (e.g. in terms of part-time, flexible 
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and remote working opportunities, income levels, job security and career development oppor-
tunities) in female- and male-dominated occupations (Betzelt & Bothfeld, 2021; Busch, 2013). 
The different working and employment conditions of an occupation create barriers (either real 
or assumed by decision-makers) to career entry and development for the gender not typically 
represented in that occupation. 

Another theoretical strand we lean on is the “doing gender” (West & Zimmermann, 1987) 
approach. This interactional approach deals with biased competence and performance expecta-
tions towards occupational majorities or minorities, which are based on the prejudices of supe-
riors, colleagues or clients, but also on the differentiation and self-preservation strategies of the 
dominant gender. These gender stereotypes lead to exclusion and discrimination of the minority 
gender in the workplace (e.g. exclusion from decision-making, discrimination in the allocation 
of tasks and career development opportunities, difficulties in customer service, lack of recog-
nition and reward). We also include sexist comments and offensive behaviour that create a 
hostile work environment for the minority gender in this approach. 

Existing institutional barriers and gender stereotypes may be reasons for turning away from 
an originally learned occupation. However, these decisions are not exclusively determined by 
external factors but should also be understood as a process in which individuals can make de-
cisions about the circumstances they face in line with their ideas about their professional future. 
We therefore include as a third theoretical strand the “cooling-out” approach (Matthies, 2021; 
Matthies & Rehbein, 2020), which considers the fit between prevailing occupational conditions 
and the individuals' own values and aspirations (Hardering, 2015) at specific points in their 
personal and professional lives. Using this approach, turning away from an originally learned 
gender-atypical occupation can be understood as a form of individual (crisis) intervention, in 
which a person recognises and processes a mismatch between their own professional orienta-
tions and the conditions of the occupation (Matthies, 2021). 

3 Method 
To answer our two research questions, we use a mixed-method approach, combining 

quantitative and qualitative data analysis. While we use the National Educational Panel Study 
(NEPS) for the quantitative data analysis focusing on the first research question, we collect data 
ourselves from biographical-narrative interviews and interviews with various experts to answer 
the second research question. The combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods 
opens up the analytical view of the research topic and is less concerned with the validation of 
the respective findings (Johnson et al., 2007). However, the analyses are carried out in parallel, 
so that the results of each analysis are also used to inform the other analysis and to compare 
and check them. Our current data and analysis is limited to a binary concept of gender. 

3.1 Quantitative Analysis 
The aim of the quantitative analysis is to identify differences in the utilisation of vocational 

training for people with gender-atypical, gender-typical or gender-neutral VET. Using the 
National Education Panel (NEPS) dataset, we track the educational and occupational history of 
4,000 respondents, currently around 25 years old, who completed their vocational training some 
years ago. Of these, around 300 graduates complete a gender-atypical VET programme. We 
look at their integration into the labour market and their likelihood of occupational change. We 
compare outcomes across VET programmes with different gender distributions (gender-
atypical, gender-typical and gender-neutral). When analysing gender-atypical occupations, it is 
essential to examine both women in male-dominated fields and men in female-dominated fields 
in order to fully understand the implications of the occupational minority status of one gender. 
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Operationalising gender segregated occupations requires a careful choice of threshold, as 
the literatur suggests different cut-offs: From 60% (Murphy & Oesch, 2015) to 80% (Granato 
& Dorau, 2004), with policy-oriented definitions typically using over 70% (Federal Anti-Dis-
crimination Agency). In our analysis, we use a threshold of 75% as it optimally balances statis-
tical power (while maintaining a sufficiently large number of cases) with conceptual clarity 
about occupational segregation. This intermediate threshold proves particularly valuable in cap-
turing the gradient nature of gender penalties in moderately segregated sectors, as confirmed 
by our sensitivity analyses to alternative cut-offs. All models allow for occupational clustering 
and explicitly document sufficiently large subgroup sizes to ensure comprehensible interpreta-
tion of these methodological choices. 

3.2 3.2 Qualitative Analysis 
The qualitative analysis (07/24 - ongoing), which explores the reasons why men and 

women leave their gender-atypical occupation over the course of their careers, is based on 13 
biographical-narrative interviews with female career changers from predominantly male-dom-
inated STEM and trade occupations, eight biographical-narrative interviews with male career 
changers from female-dominated care occupations, and 16 interviews with experts on the gen-
der-specific characteristics of occupations and the possible causes and consequences of career 
change. Due to difficulties in recruiting women who had completed vocational training in a 
male-dominated STEM or trade occupation, but left that occupation during their career, our 
sample includes female career changers who do not fit this description exactly. This means that 
in addition to seven women who fit the criteria, we also interviewed four women with an aca-
demic degree in a STEM subject and two female career changers who initially trained in a trade 
occupation that is not defined as male-dominated, but where men were over-represented in the 
particular workforce and in the relevant sector. The inclusion of female career changers with 
an academic background in STEM in the sample allows us to compare the experiences of vo-
cationally and academically qualified women in a male-dominated field, and to develop ideas 
about the differences and similarities between them. Our sample of female career changers 
includes women in their mid-30s to late 50s, nine of whom have at least one child. Our sample 
of male career changers includes men in their early 20s to mid-50s, four of whom have at least 
one child. With the exception of one woman, all respondents had achieved the highest level of 
schooling that would have given them access to higher education. 

4 Preliminary Results 
As we have not yet completed our research, we present preliminary results from both, the 

quantitative and the qualitative analysis. 

4.1 Analysis of the National Education Panel 
The analysis of the NEPS data addresses the first research question and examines the labour 

market entry of men and women with gender-atypical VET. It compares women in male-
dominated occupations with men in the same fields, and men in female-dominated occupations 
with women in the same fields. The initial results show significant gender patterns: According 
to the data, women in male-dominated occupations (e.g. mechanical and plant engineering, 
logistics and food production) are less integrated into the labour market, which is reflected in 
their lower earning potential compared to their male counterparts. As a result, they are more 
likely to be in precarious employment (low paid or, to a much lesser extent, temporary). On the 
other hand, men in female-dominated occupations (e.g. education and care) show no significant 
differences in labour market integration compared to women in these fields. However, men 
with gender-atypical VET are more likely than women to undertake further academic or 
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vocational training and also more likely to move to a new job in an occupation that no longer 
corresponds to their initial training. Women are less likely to make such transitions, even 
though they face greater challenges in securing stable employment within their occupation. 
Further analysis is needed to clarify whether women in male-dominated fields have lower 
earnings than men in the same specific occupations (e.g. mechanical engineering, logistics) or 
whether they are more likely to be employed in lower-paid occupations within male-dominated 
fields (e.g. food production vs. plant engineering). In general, our initial findings suggest that 
gender-atypical VET leads to different outcomes for men and women. 

With regard to the different thresholds discussed above, the NEPS data show that the 
effects of different thresholds are not consistent across genders. While the number of women 
in male-dominated occupations remains relatively stable across thresholds, the number of men 
in female-dominated occupations increases considerably when the female share threshold is 
lowered from 80% to 70%. This asymmetry in the quantitative distribution of men and women 
in atypical occupations and the different patterns of integration underline the importance of 
gender analysis in research on occupational segregation. 

4.2 Analysis of the Biographical-Narrative and Expert Interviews 
In relation to the second research question, preliminary analysis of the interview data from 

male career changers suggests that men's decision to leave the care sector is largely a result of 
feeling alienated from their occupation, due to unfavourable working conditions (mainly un-
derstaffing and related problems as well as shift work) in the sector, coupled with few oppor-
tunities for professional development and low professional prestige. The decision to change 
careers can therefore be understood as a form of individual intervention or, in terms of the 
theoretical approach considered in this study, as a “cooling out” from the learned occupation, 
in which the men recognise the mismatch between their own professional orientations, personal 
goals and values, and the conditions of the care sector. The experts also mention the lack of 
opportunities for professional development and the low occupational prestige as reasons why 
men feel alienated or “cooled off” by their occupation. In line with their external perspective, 
they discuss these occupational characteristics mainly from an institutional point of view. They 
argue that these characteristics of the care profession are largely due to the fact that care work 
has historically been a female occupation. It has traditionally been seen as a transition or com-
plement to women's private caring responsibilities, rather than as a long-term career. This has 
resulted in employment characteristics that men (and increasingly women) now find unattrac-
tive and incompatible with their career aspirations. Like the men, experts also highlight unfa-
vourable working conditions in the care sector, particularly staff shortages, as the primary rea-
son influencing men's decision to leave the occupation. While unfavourable working conditions 
affect women in the care sector in a similar way, some experts believe that the sector's tradition 
as a female occupation makes it easier for women to reconcile their work with their private 
family commitments, and that they weigh this against the unfavourable working conditions, not 
least because they are often not working full-time. Both the men and the experts interviewed 
point out that salaries in the care sector have developed well in recent years and that income 
levels are not a relevant reason for men to leave their occupation. The same can be said for 
stereotyping and discrimination in the work context, as male respondents only reported these 
situations when specifically asked. They did not raise the issue in the past and mostly do not do 
so now. In addition, men report incidents of stereotyping as isolated incidents, many of which 
they remember positively, for example when they were seen to bring calm to a team of female 
carers, when they were looked after by their female colleagues, or when patients were pleased 
to have a male carer. The experts also believe that stereotyping or discrimination against men 
in caring roles is not common. They suggest that the more isolated incidents occur mainly in 
the carer-patient relationship, while they also believe that a more gender-diverse care team is 
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generally viewed positively by patients. Except for one man, all male respondents moved into 
higher prestige occupations after leaving care work, following an additional episode of aca-
demic education. This is related to the fact that the men interviewed felt alienated from their 
trained occupation due to the limited opportunities for professional development and the low 
prestige of the occupation. 

In contrast to men, women's exit from an originally learned (gender-atypical) occupation 
seems to be influenced more by external factors rather than by a feeling of alienation from the 
occupation. In particular, the structural conditions of male-dominated occupations (limited part-
time, flexible and remote working opportunities – especially in the manufacturing and craft 
sectors) often make it difficult for women to reconcile work and private caring responsibilities, 
preventing them from continuing in the occupation or developing their careers after becoming 
mothers. In line with the women's experiences, the experts see these institutionalised settings 
of male-dominated occupations as a major cause of women leaving these occupations. 
According to the experts, the consequences of institutionalised male-dominated occupational 
structures are also reflected in the fact that there is often a lack of work clothes, toilets and 
changing rooms for women, not to mention procedures for returning to work after parental 
leave. Most of the women in our sample reported situations in which they experienced 
(degrading) stereotyping and discrimination at work (e.g. doubts about their professional 
competence and motivation, assumed desire to have children, sexist comments and assumption 
of a different professional role). However, most of them did not reflect on these situations until 
some time after they had left the occupation, so that these experiences played a lesser role in 
their (conscious) decision to leave the occupation. Whereas in the past they may have accepted 
situations of stereotyping and discrimination, seeing them as normal in the particular work 
environment and that women simply have to adapt and perhaps toughen up, most women now 
see these situations as problematic and expect themselves to react differently. The experts in 
our sample believe that situations of stereotyping and discrimination (similar to those described 
by the women) are very common for women in male-dominated occupations and that this 
situation leads many women to leave these occupations at some point. The experts also point 
to closed career paths for women and to unjustified pay gaps between women and men in the 
same occupation, which they attribute to the exclusion of women from informal networks and 
to workplace prejudices against women and mothers. However, blocked career paths and unfair 
pay only play a role for respondents with an academic education in our sample. These women 
are also more negatively affected by a career change than female respondents with vocational 
training, as they tend to move into lower-paid jobs as somewhat unskilled workers. For the 
women with vocational training, the career change tends to be one of occupational upgrading, 
following an additional episode of vocational or tertiary academic education. Other differences 
between the women interviewed are that the academically trained women reported struggling 
with the meaning of their actual work, questioning the incompatibility of occupational struc-
tures with more flexible working arrangements, and criticising the competitive working atmos-
phere in male-dominated contexts. Consequently, these women seem to have experienced a 
“cool out” from their learned occupation. On the other hand, the women with vocational train-
ing continue to describe their learned, male-dominated occupation and the prevailing working 
atmosphere as predominantly positive and often see the incompatibility of occupational struc-
tures with private responsibilities as a consequence of occupational requirements that are diffi-
cult to change. 

5 Conclusion and Outlook 
Our study provides valuable insights into the challenges faced by individuals with gender-

atypical VET, particularly during their labour market entry and subsequent employment trajec-
tories. Initial findings reveal gender-specific patterns: The qualitative analysis shows that for 
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men, unfavourable working conditions in the care sector, coupled with few opportunities for 
professional development and low professional prestige, are the main reasons for leaving the 
occupation. As a result, they are more likely to move into more prestigious occupations after 
additional academic training. The quantitative analysis shows that men with gender-atypical 
VET are more likely to undertake further academic and vocational training than both women 
in similar fields and men in gender-typical and gender-neutral occupations. In addition, men 
are more likely to move into new occupations that do not correspond to their initial training. 
Based on the interviews, we see that women experience more structural barriers as well as 
stereotyping and discrimination. The outcome of the career change seems to be different for the 
women interviewed, leading more often to an occupational upgrading for those with a voca-
tional education, but to a downgrading for those with an academic education. The quantitative 
analysis shows that women with gender-atypical VET have greater difficulties in securing sta-
ble employment and are more likely to be in precarious employment than men. However, unlike 
men, they do not seem to leave their occupation more often. 

These gender patterns point to some persistent structural challenges that perpetuate gender 
inequality in the labour market (e.g. worse working and employment conditions in female oc-
cupations, discrimination against women in the context of work and limited (time-)flexible 
working arrangements in male-dominated occupations). While these initial findings indicate a 
lack of movement on the part of employers, they also suggest some links with the persistence 
of traditional gender roles, with men in the role of family breadwinner and women more in the 
role of private carer. This persistence of gender roles in society is, as some of the experts pointed 
out, at least partly perpetuated by the social system, which does not provide enough care facil-
ities for children or the elderly, while financially supporting a family model in which one part-
ner does not work full time. Regarding discrimination against women in the workplace, some 
experts referred to existing legislation (e.g. the General Equal Treatment Act or the obligation 
for employers to set up complaint bodies) aimed at improving (inter alia) women's working and 
employment conditions. However, they also point out that these rules are often not a lived re-
ality in companies and that there are challenges in the implementation of some of these rules. 
Further qualitative analysis of the workplace cultures described in the interviews and contextu-
alisation of the institutional barriers identified, particularly in relation to the development of the 
occupations concerned, the social system and the development of labour market participation 
of men and women, is needed to explore these influences. 

In future quantitative analyses we aim to clarify whether the gender pay gap in male-dom-
inated fields is sector-specific or due to occupational effects. Further analysis will also look at 
income levels and occupational integration, examining whether outcomes differ depending on 
whether women and men remain in their gender-atypical training occupations or move into 
gender-typical or gender-neutral occupations. This will provide deeper insights into the long-
term economic and occupational consequences of remaining in or leaving gender-atypical oc-
cupations and help to identify strategies to improve the retention and career development of 
individuals in these fields. While our models account for educational stratification by school 
leaving qualifications and occupational characteristics, we plan to extend our analysis to include 
parental socio-economic status and migrant background (where available) to capture a more 
intersectional perspective. 

Our study aims to identify gender-specific challenges, while recognising its limitation to a 
binary gender concept, and provide insights that can inform policy development and sector and 
company specific initiatives to support the transition, career development and retention of in-
dividuals in gender-atypical occupations. Based on our initial findings, to support the retention 
of women in male-dominated sectors, more efforts are needed to increase part-time, flexible 
and remote working opportunities, as well as work cultures where (in)direct discrimination 
against women is not accepted. Men, on the other hand, could be motivated to stay in the care 
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sector by improving working conditions and providing clear pathways for further professional 
training and associated career development opportunities. Although formulated from a gender 
perspective, it goes without saying that each of these improvements would benefit all workers, 
regardless of gender. 

While this study focuses on Germany, the findings have broader relevance for other coun-
tries facing similar challenges of occupational gender segregation. Gender segregation in VET 
and the labour market is a global issue, and many countries are grappling with how to break 
down occupational gender barriers and promote equality in traditionally male- or female-dom-
inated fields. By examining the German context, this study contributes to a broader understand-
ing of the mechanisms driving persistent gender segregation and offers insights that can inform 
policy and practice in other countries. 
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Abstract 
Context: In Switzerland, a significant proportion of young people pursue initial vocational ed-
ucation and training (IVET), with health care assistant and social care worker among the most 
popular professions. These occupations require strong socio-emotional competences, such as 
emotional intelligence, empathy, emotion reactivity and emotion regulation, to ensure quality 
care and prevent burnout. However, research on the presence and impact of these competences 
in apprentices remains scarce. 
Approach: This study examines how health and social care apprentices manage emotions and 
how their ‘emotional profiles’ relate to learning outcomes such as professional commitment, 
motivation, burnout, and life satisfaction. A survey of 374 Swiss apprentices was conducted, 
followed by latent profile analysis (LPA) to identify emotional profiles. 
Findings: The analyses revealed four profiles: Emotional Inhibition, Emotional Overflow, 
Emotional Control, and Strategic Hypersensitivity. Findings indicate that apprentices with bet-
ter emotion regulation (Emotional Control, Strategic Hypersensitivity) show higher profes-
sional commitment, autonomous motivation, and life satisfaction, whereas those with poor reg-
ulation (Emotional Overflow, Emotional Inhibition) report higher burnout and weaker career 
engagement. 
Conclusions: Accordingly, the study highlights the importance of integrating socio-emotional 
competence training into IVET programs to enhance apprentices’ well-being and professional 
viability. 
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1 Theoretical Framework 
The majority of Swiss young people undertake initial vocational education and training 

(IVET) after compulsory education (FSO, 2024). Within this prominent system, there have been 
and continue to be major developments, notably regarding the emergence of new initial training 
courses. Indeed, among the almost 250 professions offered in Swiss VET, there are frequent 
changes, whether in terms of training content or the emergence/disappearance of professions. 
This training system is directly intertwined with the economic world and, as a result, largely 
meets its needs. This applies to two professions added to the list of VET occupations about 
twenty years ago: health care assistant and social care worker. 

1.1 Health and Social Sector in VET 
Professions in the fields of health and social care play a crucial role in meeting labor market 

demands for workers with upper secondary-level training. As a result, a significant number of 
individuals are motivated to pursue these IVET courses as a pathway to entering these essential 
sectors. For several years now, the two professions have ranked 2nd and 4th respectively among 
the most widely learned professions by young Swiss people (gsf.bern, 2024). Health care assis-
tants support patients in hospitals, nursing homes, and clinics, providing medical care, health 
monitoring, and assistance with daily routines to maintain independence. Social care workers 
aid children, people with disabilities, and the elderly in building life skills, promoting social 
integration, and fostering autonomy. It is therefore important for professionals working in these 
fields to be able to rely on optimal emotional management, notably to protect themselves from 
burnout, but also to guarantee a quality relationship with their patients (Faguy, 2012; Ingram, 
2012). This is all the truer for apprentices training for careers in the health and social care sector, 
as they are learning a profession that they could potentially pursue for the rest of their working 
lives. Therefore, the need for effective emotional management is fundamental from the IVET 
onwards. 

1.2 Socio-emotional Competences in VET 
Socio-emotional competences are crucial in vocational education and training, as they sig-

nificantly influence apprentices’ personal and professional development. Key concepts such as 
emotional intelligence, empathy, emotional reactivity, and emotional regulation might therefore 
be considered when examining apprentices’ experience. 

First, emotional intelligence (EI) involves recognizing, understanding, and managing one's 
own emotions, as well as perceiving and influencing others’ emotions. Two main models of EI 
have emerged. Mayer and Salovey (1997) define EI as a cognitive ability involving four key 
skills: perceiving, using, understanding, and managing emotions. In contrast, Petrides and 
Furnham (2001) view EI as a personality trait encompassing emotional and behavioral disposi-
tions, assessed through self-report measures and linked to subjective outcomes like life satis-
faction and resilience. In care and support professions, EI is essential for managing emotions 
in high-stress environments, influencing professionals' ability to respond to beneficiaries' emo-
tional needs while regulating their own (Dugue et al., 2021). Higher EI is associated with better 
conflict management, lower work stress, and reduced burnout risk (Schutte et al., 2007). More-
over, a study on health and social care apprentices found EI to be the strongest predictor of final 
exams’ performance (Tremonte et al., 2024). 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 648 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Empathy is a multidimensional concept crucial for human interactions, defined as the abil-
ity to understand and share others' emotions (Davis, 1980). It consists of two main dimensions: 
cognitive and affective. The cognitive aspect involves perspective-taking and understanding 
others' emotional states, essential for decoding intentions and needs, especially in complex pro-
fessional settings. The affective dimension refers to emotional responses triggered by others’ 
emotions, such as compassion or distress when witnessing suffering. In care professions, the 
combination of these dimensions fosters authentic relationships, effective conflict management, 
and greater beneficiary satisfaction (Saltzman, 2008). 

Emotional reactivity and regulation are key to managing emotions, particularly in emotion-
ally demanding professions. High reactivity can intensify stress but, when well-managed, sup-
ports adaptability and emotional intelligence (Fiori et al., 2023). In turn, regulation strategies 
(Gross, 1998) help individuals control their emotions – whether before (e.g., cognitive reap-
praisal) or after (e.g., suppression) they arise. Effective regulation fosters resilience, decision-
making, and workplace relationships, while poor regulation increases burnout and job dissatis-
faction (Gross & John, 2003). These concepts are also crucial in VET: for instance, apprentices 
in care-related fields must regulate emotions to maintain professionalism and build trust with 
patients or beneficiaries. Hence, strengthening emotional regulation in VET can improve ap-
prentices’ readiness for the emotional demands of their professions. 

Integrating training in these socio-emotional competences within VET programs can lead 
to improved academic performance, better workplace readiness, and developed personal devel-
opment for apprentices. By fostering these competences, VET institutions prepare apprentices 
to navigate the complex emotional landscapes of professional environments effectively. How-
ever, despite the central role of these concepts, particularly in the context of learning a profes-
sion, little research has so far focused on how socio-emotional competences are present in ap-
prentices and their contribution to the successful development of this specific group. 

1.3 Aim and Research Questions 
Accordingly, the aim of our study was to investigate apprentices’ emotional management 

and socio-emotional competences in the health and social care professions and the link between 
these competences and learning outcomes. 

Two research questions guided our study: 1. How do health care assistants and social care 
workers differ and group together regarding their emotional management? 2. Which differences 
in learning outcomes (i.e., professional commitment, motivations for choosing apprenticeship, 
burnout, and satisfaction with life) can be observed when considering the different apprentices’ 
profiles? And are there sociodemographic differences? 

2 Methods 
We surveyed health care assistants and social care workers (N=374) at the end of their 

apprenticeship in several vocational schools in French-speaking Switzerland (77% female; 60% 
health care assistants, 40% social care workers; average age of 22 years and 9 months). 

Participants were recruited from health and social vocational schools, through the school 
directors. Participation was voluntary, and all respondents provided informed consent. They 
were assured of confidentiality and had the right to withdraw at any time. The results were 
anonymized and communicated to the directors of all participating schools, ensuring transpar-
ency and adherence to ethical research guidelines. Moreover, as we did not have direct access 
to the contact details of apprentices, we have asked the directors to kindly forward our results 
to the persons who may have taken part in the study. We integrated self-report measurement 
scales into an online questionnaire. Socio-emotional competences’ scales were: 
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• Emotional intelligence as a personality trait (TEIQue-SF, 30 items; Mikolajczak et al., 
2007; Petrides, 2009), with four subscales: well-being, self-control, emotionality, and so-
ciability. 

• Empathy, measured with the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI, 28 items; Davis, 1980; 
Gilet et al., 2013) and including four subscales: emotional concern, perspective taking, 
fantasy, and personal distress. 

• Emotional reactivity, assessed with the Perth Emotional Reactivity Scale (PERS-S, 18 
items; Becerra et al., 2019) and including positive and negative reactivity in terms of acti-
vation, intensity, and duration. 

• Emotional regulation, measured with the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire 
(CERQ-S, 18 items; Garnefski et al., 2001) and including nine subscales: self-blame, ac-
ceptance, rumination, positive refocusing, refocus on planning, positive reappraisal, put-
ting into perspective, catastrophizing, and blaming others; in turn divided into adaptative 
and maladaptative regulation strategies. 
Outcomes measures to compare apprentices were: 

• Professional commitment, which was assessed by the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 
(UWES, 9 items; Schaufeli et al., 2006) and is comprised of vigor, dedication, and absorp-
tion. 

• Motivations for choosing the apprenticeship (12 items; Berger, 2021), which can be auton-
omous, controlled or default. 

• Burnout, assessed with the Shirom-Melamed Burnout Measure (SMBM, 14 items; Sassi & 
Neveu, 2010) and has three subscales: physical fatigue, cognitive weariness, and emo-
tional exhaustion. 

• Satisfaction with life as apprentice, measured by the adapted version of the Satisfaction 
With Life Scale (SWLS, 5 items; Alves et al., 2010; Diener et al.,1985). 
 
Socio-demographic questions were also included in the questionnaire, which lasted ap-

proximately 30 minutes and could be completed on a voluntary basis, during a course at a vo-
cational school. The data treatment was guaranteed confidential. 

Statistically, we first carried out latent profile analyses (LPA), a person-centered approach 
that allows groups of individuals to be identified combined together based on their response 
patterns. Hence, the LPA enabled us to group apprentices according to their positioning regard-
ing socio-emotional competences. We also carried out comparative analyses, namely ANOVAs 
and Chi-square tests. 

3 Findings 
In the LPA, after testing models ranging from one to five profiles, we identified the best 

solution in terms of fit indices with four apprentices’ profiles (RQ1; see Figure 1), with the 
following features: 

 
• Emotional Inhibition: Profile characterized by strong emotional suppression. Individuals 

here report low emotional intelligence, indicating limited skill in recognizing and manag-
ing their emotions. Empathy scores are generally low, signaling difficulty in relating to 
others’ emotions. Both positive and negative emotional reactivity are low, suggesting a 
tendency to avoid emotional responses. They employ few regulation strategies, mainly 
blaming others, highlighting an inclination to externalize responsibility for negative emo-
tions. 
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• Emotional Overflow: Individuals in this profile experience intense emotional reactions, 
especially negative ones, and struggle to manage them. With the lowest emotional intelli-
gence scores, they find it difficult to recognize and regulate their emotions. They have low 
empathy, but high personal distress. Emotional reactivity is high for negative emotions and 
low for positive ones, leading to a predominantly negative emotional experience. They tend 
to rely on maladaptive emotional regulation strategies rather than positive approaches. 

• Emotional Control: This profile features balanced emotional management. Individuals 
score highest in emotional intelligence, demonstrating strong recognition and regulation of 
their emotions. They show high empathy, low reactivity to negative emotions and high 
reactivity to positive ones. Their regulation strategies include positive approaches, avoid-
ing maladaptive strategies. 

• Strategic Hypersensitivity: This profile shows high emotional sensitivity balanced by de-
veloped regulation skills. Individual’s scores indicate a relative low self-control. They are 
highly reactive to both positive and negative emotions and show strength and vulnerability 
in managing emotions. In short, these individuals are emotionally hyper-reactive but use 
positive regulation strategies to manage this sensitivity. 
 

Figure 1 
Apprentices’ Profiles based on Socio-Emotional Competences 

 
 
Regarding differences between apprentices’ profiles (RQ2), the analyses revealed signifi-

cant differences between the emotional profiles on several ‘adaptation’ outcomes. Professional 
commitment appears to be higher among individuals in Emotional Control and Strategic Hy-
persensitivity profiles, while those in Emotional Inhibition profile show less investment in their 
work. Consistently, autonomous motivations are more pronounced in profiles with better emo-
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tional regulation, while motivation by default is more frequent in individuals in Emotional In-
hibition and Emotional Overflow profiles. Controlled motivations, although overall less differ-
entiated between the groups, are slightly higher in the Emotional Control profile. 

In line with these results, the levels of professional burnout also vary according to the pro-
files, with a marked vulnerability for the Emotional Overflow profile, which displays high 
scores in physical fatigue, cognitive weariness, and emotional exhaustion. On the other hand, 
the Emotional Control profile presents the lowest levels of exhaustion, suggesting a better re-
silience in the face of work demands. These differences are also reflected in life satisfaction, 
with individuals in the Emotional Control and Strategic Hypersensitivity profiles reporting 
higher satisfaction than those in the Emotional Inhibition and Emotional Overflow profiles. 

Finally, significant links were observed between the profiles and several sociodemographic 
characteristics. The Emotional Inhibition profile has a higher proportion of men, while the Emo-
tional Overflow profile is mainly made up of women. In addition, the intention to continue in 
the profession after obtaining the federal diploma varies according to the profiles: individuals 
in the Emotional Inhibition profile are less inclined to stay in their professional field, while 
those in the Emotional Control and Strategic Hypersensitivity profiles express a stronger desire 
to pursue their career. These results suggest that emotion management influences not only the 
well-being and motivation of apprentices, but also their long-term commitment to their profes-
sion. No differences were observed between health care assistants and social care workers con-
cerning representativeness in profiles. 

4 Research Significance 
These results open the debate on the effectiveness of an emotional suppression strategy in 

the health and social care professions. While we might expect greater adaptability to the job 
from individuals who inhibit their emotions (in comparison with those who express emotions 
too much), we find that this ‘strategy’ turns out to be just as maladaptive as emotional overflow. 
Conversely, apprentices with a form of so-called strategic hypersensitivity have learning out-
comes that turn out to be just as effective as those with emotional control. Accordingly, our 
results show that the key to successful and effective learning in the health-social field seems to 
lie in optimal emotional management, even in the presence of hypersensitivity. 

Given these findings, it is crucial for training programs to include modules specifically 
dedicated to developing socio-emotional competences. The latter are essential in health and 
social care professions, as they help current and future professionals manage daily emotional 
challenges more effectively and prevent burnout by strengthening their reflective capacities 
(Maheux et al., 2022). Moreover, our results show that the identified profiles reflect emotional 
dynamics that influence well-being, professional commitment, and the ability to handle emo-
tionally demanding work. Unaddressed emotional needs may hinder apprentices' effectiveness 
and increase their risk of stress and burnout. Conversely, strong emotional regulation, as seen 
in the mastery and strategic hypersensitivity profiles, supports high-quality care and career sus-
tainability. Notably, well-managed emotional reactivity can enhance adaptive functioning and 
well-being, reinforcing the idea that high sensitivity is a key aspect of emotional intelligence 
(Fiori et al., 2023). 
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Abstract 
Context: The article “Inclusive-digital education at vocational schools: An empirical analysis 
of success factors and challenges based on a synthesis of three studies on teachers and school 
concepts” deals with the link between inclusion and digitalization in vocational education in 
Switzerland. Against the background of an increasingly digitalized working world and the so-
cial demand for more participation, inclusive-digital education is becoming more important. 
Although inclusion is anchored in education policy and digital technologies are increasingly 
being used in vocational schools, there is a lack of empirical research at the interface of these 
two areas – especially with regard to teacher training. 
Approach: The article is based on three sub-studies that take different perspectives on inclusive 
digital education and provide a first exploratory insight into the subject area. Study 1 examines 
an intervention program with 22 prospective teachers at the Swiss Federal University for Vo-
cational Education and Training SFUVET. In this context, lesson plans were analyzed accord-
ing to criteria of inclusive-digital education, and their self-efficacy was assessed using before-
and-after surveys and group discussions. Study 2 develops and validates a questionnaire on 
expertise and teaching in inclusive-digital education with a first sample (n= 146). A second 
sample (n= 121) is used to investigate whether self-efficacy in expertise in inclusive digital 
education influences teaching implementation and to what extent age plays a role. Study 3 ex-
amines the extent to which pedagogical blended learning concepts at Swiss vocational schools 
(N = 21) take aspects of inclusive-digital education into account. 
Findings: The results show that students consider inclusive-digital education to be important, 
but it is not yet being implemented systematically. Self-efficacy in subject knowledge and self-
efficacy in inclusive-digital teaching correlate with each other, whereby age influences the as-
sessment of self-efficacy in teaching. Efforts to implement inclusive-digital education can be 
seen in pedagogical blended learning concepts, but they are only thought of together in a piece-
meal way. 
Conclusions: The studies make it clear that clear structural guidelines, targeted support services 
and the strengthening of teachers' self-efficacy are conducive to successful inclusive-digital 
education and should be systematically taken into account in the training of prospective teach-
ers. 
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1 Initial situation 
By ratifying the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2014, Swit-

zerland committed itself to ensuring equal access to education for people with disabilities and 
to removing existing barriers (Swiss Confederation, 2014). Article 24 explicitly emphasizes the 
right to inclusive education. Digital technologies offer a wide range of possibilities to support 
an inclusive education system. In vocational education and training, digitalization plays a cen-
tral role, particularly in the context of the 2030 Vocational Education and Training Initiative, 
which describes it as a future-oriented megatrend and an opportunity for lifelong learning 
(SBFI, 2017). In this context, inclusion and digitality are considered to be central cross-cutting 
issues in VET. In view of the digitalization of the world of work and the increasing importance 
of inclusion and participation, the integration of these aspects into VET is particularly relevant. 
The term “participation” is becoming the focus here and calls for a broad understanding of 
inclusion. Inclusion encompasses both a narrow approach that focuses on people with disabili-
ties and a broad understanding that takes into account the individual needs of all learners (Rüt-
zel, 2014). In VET, a broad understanding of inclusion seems to be the most expedient. Taking 
everyone into account results in increased complexity in the classroom and requires a change 
of perspective among school stakeholders (Hackbarth & Martens, 2018). Despite the recogni-
tion of inclusion in VET and explicitly at VET schools, corresponding measures are only im-
plemented in teaching in isolated cases (Schellenberg et al., 2021; Wüthrich, 2023) and are 
rarely anchored in school concepts (Wüthrich, 2023). In this paper, VET refers to both VET 
and PET. In Switzerland, the former includes initial vocational education and training, while 
the latter offers advanced study programs at the tertiary level (SBFI, 2024). The inclusive-dig-
ital education approach is new and somewhat unclear, which is reflected in the different terms 
used (e.g. ICT for inclusion, digital-inclusive education, inclusive media education). This paper 
is based on the understanding of the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Educa-
tion (2022) and its international terminology. Studies focus predominantly on compulsory 
schooling, while VET in relation to inclusion and digitalization has been neglected so far (Son-
nenschein, 2023). In this context, it seems useful to first analyze the VET system with a focus 
on inclusion and participation, to highlight the role of digital technologies in VET, and finally 
to develop an understanding of inclusive-digital education. 

1.1 Inclusive Vocational Training System and Digital technologies 
In the area of vocational education and training, the “VET 2030” initiative describes digi-

talization as a key competence and megatrend for the learning of the future. It is seen as an 
opportunity for lifelong learning (SBFI, 2017) and is in line with Goal 4 of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (EDA, 2020). At the same time, digitalization increases the de-
mands on learners, which can be problematic in terms of inclusive education and can lead to 
exclusion risks (Wüthrich, 2025a). Since the pandemic at the latest, digitalization has been a 
central topic in vocational schools and digital technologies are firmly anchored in teaching. In 
many cantons, the “Bring Your Own Device” (BYOD) model has been introduced, whereby 
students bring laptops with them at the start of their vocational training in order to strengthen 
their media and ICT skills as key qualifications of the information society. Implementation 
varies greatly depending on the framework conditions such as infrastructure and concepts at 
the vocational schools (SBFI, 2021). An analysis of blended learning concepts at ten vocational 
schools shows different concepts ranging from the integration of digital technologies and the 
promotion of self-regulated learning to cooperation between learning locations (Weber et al., 
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2024). However, no specific approaches for inclusive teaching have been identified. Neverthe-
less, the use of digital technologies in basic vocational education offers great potential to meet 
the requirements of inclusion, whereby the role of teachers is central. Assistive technologies 
have hardly been used in lesson design to date (Rauseo et al., 2021; Schellenberg et al., 2021). 
With regard to the use of digital technologies in the classroom, it can also be noted that teachers 
face major challenges in integrating digital technologies, especially in the career entry phase 
(Rauseo et al., 2021; SBFI, 2021). The self-efficacy of teachers therefore also plays a decisive 
role in the implementation of digital technologies and inclusive didactics (Wächter & Gorges, 
2022; SBFI, 2021). The study by Wüthrich (2025a) on the self-efficacy of teachers regarding 
inclusive-digital education indicates that they have a positive attitude towards the approach. 

1.2 Inclusive-Digital Education as a Common Approach 
The cross-cutting topics of inclusion and digital technologies are presented separately, 

showing characteristics of a common understanding of the term, in order to use the strengths of 
both topics synergistically. Inclusion is a central topic, particularly in vocational education and 
training, and is described in the context of a broad understanding of inclusion. At the normative 
level, a wide range of support measures are described, while at the teaching level, these are only 
partially implemented in the form of inclusive didactic approaches. Digital technologies offer 
potential for inclusion, such as language learning apps, a wide range of learning approaches 
and opportunities for personalized learning (Wüthrich, 2025a). There is also potential in in-
creasing accessibility by reading texts aloud, enlarging them or optimizing them linguistically 
with the help of appropriate tools, or transforming linguistically demanding technical texts into 
a podcast with an AI tool and discussing ambiguities in a chatbot (e.g. NotebookLM). A review 
of the current empirical research on inclusive digital teaching design in Germany (Mertens et 
al., 2022) concludes that didactic principles are barely recognizable in VET. This finding also 
applies to the situation in Switzerland. The European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive 
Education (european-agency) has developed visions of inclusive digital education that aim to 
embed the interplay of inclusion and digital technologies to overcome barriers and promote 
participation at all levels of the education system (2022): 

 
1. Includes all levels of the education system – starting with the individual (learners and teach-

ers), the organization (schools) and the regional or national level. 
2. Considers inclusion, exclusion, digitalization and the digital divide as interconnected, in-

terdependent, overarching thematic areas. 
3. Is anchored in the structures of the education system in order to create resilient education 

systems that offer fair educational opportunities to all learners. 
4. Is based on a digital transformation that goes far beyond the mere application of digital 

technologies in education and teaching. 
 
It is therefore not “only” about implementing inclusive didactics with digital technologies, 

but rather about using them “in a constantly reflective and balanced way” so as not to create 
additional learning barriers and risks of exclusion (Mertens et al., 2022). Teachers are thus 
faced with the task of “selecting digital learning content and designing inclusive learning envi-
ronments that meet the preferences, competencies, or abilities of individual learners” (euro-
pean-agency, 2022). This article focuses on the role of teachers and vocational schools. 

2 Problem Definition and Research Question 
The study explores the role of inclusive-digital education in vocational education and train-

ing. The focus is on the perspective of students at the SFUVET and the pedagogical concepts 
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of vocational schools in relation to blended learning. At the micro level, it has been shown that 
teachers in the early stages of their careers face challenges in the classroom (Keller-Schneider, 
2020), which presumably also applies to inclusive-digital education. It is therefore interesting 
to see how students at SFUVET in the three language regions deal with inclusive-digital edu-
cation and how they can be supported in the classroom. Study 1 describes an intervention pro-
gram with students. The aim of study 2 is to use a newly developed questionnaire to examine 
whether self-efficacy in subject knowledge in inclusive-digital education influences its imple-
mentation in the classroom and to what extent age plays a role. At the macro level of vocational 
schools, it is unclear whether and which measures are taken and how this is reflected in the 
pedagogical concepts. Study 3 analyzes the pedagogical concepts of vocational schools. This 
leads to the following research question: 

What success factors and challenges influence the implementation of inclusive-digital ed-
ucation at vocational schools from the perspective of students and in the context of different 
pedagogical concepts for blended learning? 

3 Study Design 
The paper consists of three studies that examine the research question from different per-

spectives, thus enabling an assessment of the current situation. The studies refer to the micro-
level in the classroom with students and to the meso-level in the context of school blended 
learning concepts. 

Study 1 presents an intervention program with SFUVET students (N=22) who received 
input on quality criteria for inclusive-digital education during a module (CAST, 2024; Bosse, 
2019) and then created a lesson plan. The intervention program includes a 30-minute input by 
the lecturers on six study days with a transfer task in their own teaching. The lesson planning 
was analyzed inductively and deductively with regard to the quality criteria using qualitative 
content analysis according to Mayring (2022). The students were asked about their self-efficacy 
in subject knowledge and the integration of inclusive-digital education in the classroom in a 
pre- and post-survey. For this purpose, a questionnaire based on the instruments 
DigKomp.2.2de. (Krempkow, 2022), SWIT (Doll & Meyer, 2021) and SACIE-R/TEIP 
(Feyerer et al., 2016) was used. The instrument comprises five scales with five items each. Two 
items proved to be redundant in terms of content after the pretest, so that the instrument ulti-
mately comprises 23 items. Finally, a group discussion was conducted based on Kühn and 
Koschel (2018). The study is designed to be multi-perspective and combines quantitative and 
qualitative data collection and analysis methods in a mixed-methods approach. 

Study 2 focuses on prospective teachers and the validation of a self-efficacy questionnaire 
in inclusive digital education. The validation was carried out on two independent samples (sam-
ple 1: n = 146, sample 2: n = 121). The evaluation strategy was to first identify scales using 
exploratory factor analysis in SPSS 30 (principal component analysis [PCA], varimax rotation 
[KMO]) with the first sample and then to check the model quality using confirmatory factor 
analysis (in Mplus 8) with the second sample. Subsequently, descriptive statistics, correlation 
analyses, t-tests and a linear regression analysis were carried out. 

Study 3 is based on educational concepts for blended learning developed by vocational 
schools in the three language regions (German-speaking Switzerland = 17, French-speaking 
Switzerland = 3, Italian-speaking Switzerland = 1). The concepts were analyzed in terms of 
their relevance to inclusive digital education. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is often 
used as a basis in the literature, which is also considered useful in this article (see chapter 1.2). 
The data was evaluated using Mayring's (2022) structured qualitative content analysis with the 
MAXQDA analysis software (Verbi Software, 2021). The categories were formed both induc-
tively and deductively. The deductive categories follow the nine options for learning from UDL 
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(see Table 1), the concepts themselves, and the category ICT support, which proved to be sig-
nificant in the study by Wüthrich (2025b). 

4 Results 
The results of study 1 showed that the students were able to integrate numerous quality 

criteria, which they had learned in the inputs, into their lesson planning. The pre- and post-
questionnaires show that the students' self-efficacy did not change significantly (p > 0.05 for 
all scales). The group discussion suggests that, while measures for inclusive-digital education 
are considered important in principle, they are not a top priority in the early career phase. Ra-
ther, the focus is on criteria for good teaching. Against this background, the implementation of 
inclusive-digital education is described as challenging, which on the one hand relates to meth-
odological and didactic aspects, and on the other hand to the sometimes challenging situation 
at vocational schools with regard to the applied digitization strategy (keyword BYOD): Digiti-
zation is promoted at vocational schools, although there is often a lack of support and clear 
guidelines for teachers. One consequence of this is the sharpening of quality criteria that take 
into account the special nature of basic vocational training and higher technical colleges 
(Wüthrich, in print). This concerns the digitization strategy in vocational schools, but also the 
consideration of blended learning in higher technical colleges. 

The results of study 2 on the validation of a questionnaire on self-efficacy indicated a four-
factor solution with a sample (n= 146) in an initial exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Some 
items were removed due to cross-loading, leaving 14 items. A new EFA with the remaining 
items confirmed the suitability of the data for the analysis (KMO = .930; Bartlett test: χ²(105) 
= 1355.902, p < .001). A principal component analysis with varimax rotation yielded two fac-
tors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0, which together explain 67.44 % of the total variance. 
The high explanatory power of the two factors indicates a reliable measurement of self-efficacy 
(Fig. 1). The communality of the items is between 0.547 and 0.837, indicating a stable factor 
structure. The high reliability confirms the internal consistency of the two scales (expertise in 
inclusive-digital education: α = .88, hereinafter referred to as SwF and inclusive-digital teach-
ing: α = .93, hereinafter referred to as SwU). In the next step, the two scales were examined 
using a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with the second sample (n= 121). The model fit was 
not optimal, which is why four items were removed due to their high residual variances and 
reduced covariances. In addition, some items showed high covariances with other items, indi-
cating redundancy and a lack of differentiation between the items. The model fit was good after 
adjustment c²/df (34) = 1.43, p = .0485, CFI = 0.982, TLI = 0.976, RMSEA = 0.060, 90% CI = 
[0.005, 0.095], p(RMSEA ≤ 0.05) = 0.312, SRMR = 0.034. The structural equation model is 
shown in Figure 1. The results of the CFA confirm the structure of the questionnaire. The fit 
indices show a good model fit, which confirms the validity of the two scales “inclusive-digital 
teaching” (SwU) (M = 4.34, SD = 0.91) and “Subject Knowledge in inclusive-digital education” 
(SwF) (M = 4.02, SD = 1.06). 
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Figure 1 
Structural Equation Model of The Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

 
Note. Partial sample (N= 121), f1= scale inclusive-digital teaching SwU (6 items), f2= scale expertise in inclusive-
digital education SwF (4 items) 

In the context of study 2, the question of the extent to which prospective teachers assess 
their self-efficacy in relation to their subject knowledge of inclusive digital teaching and its 
integration into teaching and what role age plays was also of interest. Students at SFUVET are 
on average 38.6 years old when they start their studies and 42.7 years old when they graduate 
(internal data SFUVET). The median age of the students in the sample (n= 121) is 40.88 years. 
With regard to the research questions, two age groups were formed, which were distributed 
across a similar sample size of students below the median (< 40 years) with n= 64 and students 
above the median (> 40 years). The younger students show both in the SwF (< 40 years, M= 
4.5, SD= 0.4/ > 40 years, M= 4.04, SD= 0.97) and in SwU (< 40 years, M= 5.12, SD= 0.63/ > 
40 years, M= 4.54, SD= 0.72). 

To examine the relationships, a Pearson correlation analysis was conducted between the 
SwF and SwU scales. In the age group under 40 years of age, there was a significant positive 
correlation (r = 0.673, p < 0.001) between SwF and SwU. According to Cohen (1988), correla-
tion coefficients of r = 0.1 to r = 0.3 are considered small to moderate, r = 0.3 to r = 0.5 moderate 
to high, and r = 0.5 or higher high. In the age group of those over 40 years of age, a significant 
positive correlation (r = 0.672, p < 0.001) was also found between SwF and SwU. These results 
confirm the assumption that higher SwF is associated with higher SwU. Overall, there is a sig-
nificant positive correlation between SwF and SwU in both age groups, under and over 40 years 
of age. 

Afterwards, t-tests were used to determine whether there were significant differences be-
tween the two age groups. Students (> 40 years) rated their SwF slightly higher (M = 4.05, SD 
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= 0.98, n = 53) than those under 40 years (M = 3.97, SD = 1.11, n = 64), but there is no statis-
tically significant difference between the groups, t(115) = -0.40, p = . 688. Thus, age is not 
related to SwF. Significant differences were found for SwU. Students aged 40 and up rate SwU 
higher (M = 4.55, SD = 0.72, n = 53) than those under 40 (M = 4.19, SD = 0.98, n = 64), t(115) 
= -2.18, p =. 031. The effect size according to Cohen (1988) is d = -0.41 and thus corresponds 
to a medium effect, which shows a connection between the SwU and the students (> 40 years). 

Finally, a regression analysis was conducted to examine the influence of age on the SwU. 
The results showed a significant negative effect (B = -0.395, p = 0.014), indicating that younger 
students tend to rate their SwU lower than older students. The model explains only 5% of the 
variance (R² = 0.050), indicating the influence of other factors. 

Study 3 comprises a total of 13 categories, three of which are inductive and ten deductive, 
identified on the basis of UDL (2024 and Wüthrich (2025b) (see Table 1). The concepts are 
diverse, ranging in length from three to 35 pages. The concepts focused on digitalization with 
an emphasis on BYOD and blended learning (21 out of 21 concepts). Inclusion was not men-
tioned by name; anchor example Concept_1: “Learners with special needs...”, but was men-
tioned in additional concepts on remedial teaching (3/21). Against this background, it is clear 
that inclusion is not anchored in the concepts and is not taken into account.  

The concepts refer to all nine UDL options, which is evident in the form of learning loca-
tion cooperation (8/21) for the Option for Perception, digital teaching materials (6/21) for the 
Option for Language & Symbols, and the requirement for media diversity (10/21). In the Option 
for Building Knowledge, this refers to prior knowledge (9/21). Design Options for Interaction 
are described with learning platforms (12/21) and artificial intelligence (AI) (2/21). Design Op-
tions for Expression & Communication are evident in the requirement for learning coaching 
(15/21) and internally differentiated teaching (6/21). Design Options for Strategy Development 
are visible in the acquisition of learning strategies (7/21). The link to vocational training is 
evident in the focus on action competence (19/21) and self-directed learning (17/21) in Design 
Options for Welcoming Interests & Identities. Collaboration plays an important role in the con-
cepts and is reflected in the emphasis on collaboration (9/21) and cooperation (11/21) in Op-
tions for Sustaining Effort & Persistence. Reflective competence is found in the majority of the 
concepts, albeit with different perspectives (15/21), which focus on values or one's own actions 
and can be assigned to the Design Options for Emotional. The study by Wüthrich (2025b) 
showed that support from the ICT department at the BFS is sometimes lacking. Some vocational 
schools are aware of the challenges posed by digital technologies and offer extensive support 
measures; anchor example Concept_8: “To support the pedagogical implementation of e-learn-
ing, particularly methodological/didactic issues, the school trains two pedagogical ICT support-
ers. They accompany and supervise teachers on a mandate basis.” Some vocational schools do 
not offer any support to learners. 

The role of teachers is described as requiring sufficient digital skills and regular further 
training. Some of this training is voluntary (16/21) and some is mandatory (5/20). Digital as-
sessment was identified as an inductive category that was addressed in the majority of concepts 
(18/21). However, there is no mention of how digital assessment can be achieved in practice 
while ensuring equal opportunities and accessibility. Instead, possible tools are suggested 
(5/21). In summary, the question arises as to how inclusion is understood and perceived as a 
task in vocational schools. While the school concepts address a wide range of measures for 
digitalization, this is hardly the case with regard to inclusion in the context of this study. This 
suggests that vocational schools have untapped potential in this area and that inclusion is not 
being used synergistically with digital technologies and anchored in the sense of inclusive-
digital education. There is also a tendency toward assistive technologies, but their potential is 
not being fully exploited, such as digital teaching aids, digital testing, or AI. 
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Table 1 
Inductive and Deductive Quality Criteria For Inclusive-Digital Education 

Num-
ber  

Category 
(inductively and deductively organized, reference to literature)  

1  Concepts at vocational schools (inductiv)  
2  Design Options for Perception (UDL 1) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024)  
3  Design Options for Language & Symbols (UDL 2) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024)  
4  Design Options for Building Knowledge (UDL 3) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024) 
5  Design Options for Interaction (UDL 4) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024) 
6  Design Options for Expression & Communication (UDL 5) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024) 
7  Design Options for Strategy Development (UDL 6) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024) 
8  Design Options for Welcoming Interests & Identities (UDL 7) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024) 
9  Options for Sustaining Effort & Persistence (UDL 8) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024) 
  Design Options for Emotional Capacity (UDL 9) 

(deductiv, CAST, 2024) 
11 ICT-Support 

(deductive, Wüthrich, 2025b)  
12 role of the teacher (inductiv)  
13  Digital testing (inductiv) 

5 Synthesis 
The study examines the success factors and challenges influencing the implementation of 

inclusive-digital education in vocational schools from the perspective of prospective teachers 
and in the context of blended learning concepts. The positive attitude of students toward inclu-
sive-digital education emerges as a key success factor. This attitude depends less on age or 
technical affinity and is significantly influenced by personal relevance. 

Vocational schools have so far only taken selective measures in the area of inclusive-digital 
education. A theory-based and practical implementation in line with the recommendations of 
the European Agency (2022) can be helpful in this regard. This is particularly relevant as the 
practical implementation of teaching within the intervention program proved challenging and 
inclusive-digital education is not a top priority from the students' perspective. In the early stages 
of a career, the focus tends to be on the quality of teaching in the traditional sense. 

Although the concept of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) offers a helpful structure, 
its complexity can sometimes be overwhelming for students and teachers. Nevertheless, UDL 
can be easily adapted to basic vocational education, especially with regard to promoting pro-
fessional skills. With its nine options, UDL offers a structured framework for targeted imple-
mentation. In the future, vocational schools should think about inclusion and digital technolo-
gies in an integrative and synergistic way. It is important to provide targeted support for teach-
ers, for example through mentoring programs (Wüthrich, 2025b), training courses for multipli-
ers (Schulz, 2021), or internal school contact points, which were considered helpful by the stu-
dents in this study. The strong ICT support mentioned in the concepts is also a possible ap-
proach. The extent to which teachers design their lessons based on subject-specific or general 
didactic quality criteria (Baumert et al., 2023; Obermeier et al., 2022) and the role that UDL 
plays in this should be investigated (Böttinger & Schulz, 2023; Wüthrich, 2025b). In teacher 
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training, it seems sensible to anchor content on inclusive digital education more firmly – ideally 
across several modules. The development of corresponding university modules for secondary 
education can serve as a goal here (Gut et al., 2024). In view of social developments, inclusive-
digital education is expected to become increasingly important. However, it cannot be achieved 
at the classroom level alone, but must be understood as part of sustainable school development 
(European Agency, 2022a; Obermeier et al., 2022; Schulz, 2021). The use of assistive technol-
ogies shows potential in this regard: digital teaching materials, digital exams, and the use of AI 
could significantly increase participation, but have hardly been used to date. A stronger focus 
on UDL could also provide valuable impetus in this area. 
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Abstract 
Context: This study addresses vocational guidance by integrating traditional psychometrics 
with machine learning (ML) techniques. 
Method: We propose an integrated deep reinforcement learning (DRL) and item-response the-
ory (IRT) framework that dynamically updates student latent traits via mixed-format question-
naire responses and refines career recommendations using a deep Q-network. 
Findings: Simulation experiments on synthetic data indicate that moderate reward scaling 
yields an optimal balance between model performance and training stability. 
Conclusions: Results highlight the potential of automating career guidance using our DRL-IRT 
integration. 

Keywords 
vocational guidance, reinforcement learning, item-response theory 

1 Introduction 
With the global labour market expanding rapidly, vocational education and training (VET) 

faces serious challenges in aligning curricula with both shifting workforce demands and diverse 
individual needs (Cedefop, 2019).  Despite their critical role in connecting education and em-
ployment, most career guidance approaches require extensive manual processing, coupled with 
experts’ intervention. Early vocational guidance relied on counsellors manually matching apti-
tudes to occupational requirements (Parsons, 1909). Holland’s RIASEC codes (1959) later for-
malized this process by categorizing careers into six personality-based types: Realistic, Inves-
tigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, Conventional. Computer-assisted career guidance 
(CACG) systems like System of Interactive Guidance Information (SIGI) and DISCOVER 
were introduced in the 1970s to automate the questionnaire process by mapping individual val-
ues, skills and interests to career options (Katz, 1973; Rayman & Harris-Bowlsbey, 1977). Re-
cent practices have also highlighted the use of CACG to align various educational information 
and interests with available positions (González-Eras & Aguilar, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2018). 
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Standardized taxonomies like O*NET80F

1 and ESCO (European Skills, Competences, Qualifica-
tions and Occupations) (Smedt et al., 2015) further support the career guidance system by of-
fering accurate descriptions for occupations and skills. Despite their successes in practices, 
skill-assessment based vocational guidance raises concerns in validity and biases (Fujishiro & 
Koessler, 2020; Sireci et al., 2024). 

On the other hand, recent advances in artificial intelligence (AI) have sparked interests in 
studying career guidance with machine learning (ML) methods. Most ML approaches concern 
immediate job matching (Freire & de Castro, 2021), which relies heavily on semantic infor-
mation or social connections. Zhang et al., (2014) highlights the use of collaborative filtering 
methods (CF) to infers user ratings for a list of job positions based on historical behaviours 
from other similar users or ratings they gave to similar jobs. Content-based approaches match 
user skill profiles with job requirements (Chenni et al., 2015; Freire & de Castro, 2021). There 
are also other works, including a hybrid approach that actively switch between different rec-
ommendation schemes through calculated weights (Ochirbat et al., 2018) or visualized recom-
mendation through both semantic information and social relations (Bostandjiev et al., 2013; 
Diaby et al., 2014; Malherbe et al., 2014), highlighting the use of multi-modal data in job rec-
ommendations. Recent advances in large language models (LLMs) give rise to chatbot based 
career counselling (Nair et al., 2022) and prediction-based matching (Athey et al., 2024). How-
ever, both traditional approaches and ML matching methods face three key limitations in prac-
tices: 

 
• Adaptability: Traditional practices rely heavily on manual assessments of individual pro-

files, making it difficult to tailor career advice for students with varying competencies. 
• Continuity: Traditional practices treat career counselling as discrete events rather than con-

tinuous development support. ML methods prioritize immediate job matches based on his-
torical data rather than exploration for skill development. 

• Data Limitation: ML based methods suffer from data scarcity and prone to biases. It can 
also lead to questionable job matches when historical employment data fail to predict future 
labour market. 
 
Reinforcement learning (RL), on the other hand, can addresses these limitations by sequen-

tially adjust matching results based on dynamically changing user profile. We therefore pro-
posed a deep reinforcement learning (DRL) based recommendation framework that transforms 
vocational choice decision-making into an adaptive process. Formally, the problem is formu-
lated as to generate personalized recommendation for career fields or VET programs using 
questionnaire responses. Our approach employs item-response theory (IRT) models to parse 
response data and model students’ vocational interests, skills, and competency profiles. And 
then sequentially improve the recommendation with DRL algorithms. Our main contributions 
are: 

 
• The use of vocational interest questionnaire responses for career recommendation. 
• Personalized recommendation based on dynamic student profiles. 
• Capacity to develop a long-term career decision-making support. 

 
Due to the exploratory nature of this work, we did not collect any real response data nor 

test with empirical results. Validation and result interpretation are based on synthetic dataset 
generated with respect to modelling and practical assumptions 

 
 

1  https://www.onetonline.org/ 
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The paper is structured as follows: we start with our detailed implementation for the DRL-
IRT integration; a numerical experiment on a synthetic dataset to validate the model will then 
follow, with results interpretation and discussions on the practical implications and future de-
velopment. 

2 Methodology 
Our framework features the use of questionnaire responses and static career-specific fea-

tures to make vocational recommendations. We treat each question-asking as a discrete event 
in a single timestep, meaning that the recommendations will be processed by the proposed 
model after a response is made by the student. Then for each question being responded, we 
dynamically update student profiles using (1) latent traits estimates via IRT response model and 
(2) the recommendation policy via DRL. 

Reinforcement learning 
RL is a feedback-driven approach that enables an agent to learn optimal decision-making 

by interacting with an environment. It performs especially well on career path planning with 
specific objectives (Avlonitis et al., 2023; Guo et al., 2022; Kokkodis & Ipeirotis, 2021). For-
mally, RL problems can be modelled as a Markov Decision Process (MDP) defined by 
⟨𝑆, 𝐴, 𝑃, 𝑅, 𝛾⟩, where: 

 
• 𝑆	is the set of states (e.g., student’s competency profile), 
• 𝐴	 is the set of actions (e.g., recommending a specific job or educational program), 
• 𝑃( 𝑠%&# ∣∣ 𝑠% , 𝑎% )𝑠% to 𝑠%&#, 
• 𝑅(𝑠% , 𝑎%) is the reward function 
• γ ∈ [0,1) is the discount factor that determines the impact of future rewards. 

 
At each timestep 𝑡, the algorithm will observe a state 𝑠%, select an action 𝑎%, receives a 

reward 𝑅(𝑠% , 𝑎%) and be transitioned into a new state 𝑠%&#. The objective is to maximize the 
expected cumulative discounted reward, given by: 

 

𝑉(𝑠) = max
'

𝐸' GH𝛾(
)

(*"

𝑅(𝑠%&( , 𝑎%&()I. 
(1) 

In the context of VET, RL agent will recommend a program, receives a reward based on the 
relevance to the student, and adjust its recommendation based on the reward in the next step. 

Item-response theory 
Item-Response Theory (IRT) is a paradigm to model a student’s latent traits (e.g., voca-

tional competencies or interests) through questionnaire responses. Formally, suppose each stu-
dent 𝒋	 can be characterized by 𝜽𝒋 ∈ ℝ𝒅. Then, for any item 𝒊	, 𝑷P𝑿𝒊𝒋 = 𝟏 ∣∣ 𝜽𝒋 S defines the 
probability of student 𝒋	making response 𝑿𝒊𝒋.  example, the response model for dichotomous 
items (i.e., binary types of questions) is given by: 

 

𝑃P𝑋!. = 1 ∣∣ 𝜃. S =
1

1 + expV−𝑎!)𝜃. + 𝑏!Y
, (2) 

where 𝑎! and 𝑏! are discrimination and difficulty parameters. IRT can be extended to estimate 
multi-dimensional latent traits to describe characteristics of multiple students. 
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In the context of VET, discrimination and difficulty can be represented as different aspects each 
item is assessing (e.g. interests, skills or competencies), allowing parameterizable profile char-
acterization. 

Model Overview 
While traditional approaches rely on rule-based systems and questionnaires, modern ML 

approaches often lack continuous support and mainly focus on immediate job matches (Freire 
& de Castro, 2021). Our framework serves as an integration of two: it dynamically updates (1) 
competency estimates via IRT, and (2) the recommendation policy using deep reinforcement 
learning (DRL). Figure 1 provides a high-level overview of this integration: the user’s re-
sponses feed into the MIRT model, which refines the user’s latent traits, whereas the DRL 
agent, in turn, updates its recommendation strategy based on rewards derived from the user’s 
progress and feedback. 

Figure 1 
Overview of DRL-IRT Integration 

 
 
As shown in Figure 2, we designed an adaptive MIRT environment for student’s traits 

estimation in a mixed format test setting due to the variety of question types. Formally, for each 
timestep 𝒕	, the MIRT module updates an estimate 𝜽𝒕 based on the response, which, along with 
other features, will be represented as 𝑶𝒕. Suppose we have a pool of career choices 𝑱	 to recom-
mend to students; and for each choice 𝒋 ∈ 𝑱	, we define We define 𝑭𝒋 to be the feature of such 
choice. Let 𝑺𝒕 =  a𝑶𝒕,  𝑭𝑲𝒕b, where 𝑲𝒕 is a list of vocations to be recommended to the student, 
which is modified sequentially by an action 𝒂𝒕 that can be adding, removing vocations or main-
taining the list. At each time 𝒕	,  the algorithm will learn to select an action that maximizes the 
reward, defined by: 

 
𝑅(𝑠% , 𝑎%) = 𝑤#Vlog 𝑃 P𝑂% , 𝐹1"S − log 𝑃 P𝑂% , 𝐹1"#$SY + 𝑤2𝑅)  , (3) 

 
 
where 𝑤#, 𝑤2 are scaling weights and 𝑅) ∈ [−1,1] measures the students' feedback to the 

recommendation generated by the algorithm. Specifically, we enforce that 𝑅) ≠ 0 if and only 
if 𝑡 = 𝑡3, where 𝑡3 are "dummy" questions to collect student's feedback for the recommenda-
tions, which comes often at the final phase (i.e., 𝑡3 = 𝑇) of the questionnaire. Let 𝑃P𝑂% ,  𝐹1"S =
𝑃P 𝑦 = 1 ∣∣ 𝑂% ,  𝐹1" S be the probability that student will give positive rating to the recommen-
dation 𝐾%, based on their current profile 𝑂%. Taking log-difference of likelihoods measures the 
deviation of the new list 𝐾% from the old one 𝐾%4#. We assign this as additional reward due to 
the sparse nature of students' feedback in the entire test-taking process. The intuition is simple: 
the agent should be awarded if recommendations are updating in the right direction and be 
penalized otherwise. 
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Due to its sequential nature, the above constructions provide continuous profile assessment 
and real-time choice matching, which allows results rollout without completing full question-
naire, or improves previous recommendations by taking additional questions. 

Figure 2 
DRL-IRT Framework For Vocational Choice Recommendation 

 

Experiments 
To validate our model, we conducted an experiment in a simplified job recommendation 
scheme after each student answers a fixed number of questions, 𝑇 = 100. For DRL agent train-
ing, we follow Mnih V. (2013) to construct a Deep Q-Network (DQN). Reward scaling factors 
are selected from 𝑤# ∈ {1,20,50,100} for immediate rewards and from 𝑤2 ∈ {1,3,5} for the 
(terminal) feedback one to assess their impact on learning performance. 

Dataset generation 
200 jobs and their features are generated through a clustering-based scheme. We assumed 

6 centroids, which are the centre of group of points in the feature space, each sampled with 
uniform distribution. Then for each job, we sample a 2-dimensional feature from a distribution 
with one of the centroids. Formally, let 𝑥. ∈ ℝ2 denote the feature for job 𝑗, it follows that: 

 

𝑥.  ∼H𝜋(

1

(*#

𝑁(𝜇( , Σ) 
(4) 

 

 
where 𝐾 is the number of centroids, 𝜋( are mixture weights and Σ is the covariance matrix 

controlling the spread. For the latent traits, we assume 𝜃 ∼ 𝑁(0, 𝐼2) ∈ ℝ2, which measures hard 
and soft skills regarding career competencies. 

IRT item parameter setup 
We generated 200 items of three item types—binary (~30% of total items), Likert-scale 

(~50% of total items), and multiple-choice (~20% of total items). Items are randomly shuffled 
to avoid any sequential dependencies. Table 1 entails our response models and item parameter 
generation setup: 
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Table 1  
Synthetic Generation With Specified Parameters Item 

Item type Model Discrimination Difficulty / Threshold 
Binary 2PL81F

2 𝑎% ∼ Lognormal(0,0.3) 𝑏% ∼ 𝑁(0,1) 
Likert-scale GPCM82F

3 𝑎% ∼ Lognormal(0,0.3) sort -𝑏%& ∼ 𝑁(0,1).   
Mult-choice NRM83F

4 𝑎%' ∼ Lognormal(0,0.3) 𝑏%' ∼ 𝑁(0,1) 

Note. Setups are adapted from Embretson & Reise, (2000) and R.J. De Ayala, (2010). 

2.1 Results 
Figure 3 and 4 shows the model reward and loss over training episodes with different re-

ward scaling factors, where we increase 𝑤# by each column and 𝑤2 by each row. Several ob-
servations are made: 
• On the top‐left plot, rewards are unscaled (i.e., 𝑤# = 𝑤2 = 1). The episodic reward shows 

only modest improvement over training, suggesting low incentives to training. 
• Increasing 𝑤# helps establish the upward trend, suggesting its importance to short-term 

target: matching vocations most relevant to user profiles. Whereas 𝑤2 respects the long-
term target: a higher overall rating for the recommendation. 

• At  𝑤# = 50,  𝑤2 = 3, the model exhibits good balance between performance and stability 
for training. 

Discussions 
This work introduces a novel DRL-IRT framework that learns from questionnaire re-

sponses to generate adaptive career recommendations. Our experiment with reward scaling fac-
tors highlights the importance of moderate scaling for discernible and stable reward shaping. 
These findings suggest that rather than the common static profile matching, one-off-recommen-
dation scheme, ML methods wield much more potentials in assessing questionnaire data for 
vocational advice. This integration is not limited to career recommendation systems but also 
proves the practicality of applying DRL and IRT to process psychometric data, which are tra-
ditionally confined to rather static and manual assessments. 

Moreover, we believe this framework offers much broader applications to address other 
concerns in VET practices. For example, by redefining the reward function to focus on retention 
or reducing labour misalignment, our model can be designed to guide students to programs not 
only for skills that are high in demand, but also to their interests. 

Despite these promising aspects, we acknowledge that our current work is preliminary, 
with validation limited to synthetic data. Future research is planned to focus on model valida-
tion with real datasets or explainable recommendation policies. Nevertheless, our work opens 
a new research venue towards a data-driven, personalized vocation and education systems. 
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Annex 

Figure 3 
Training Performance Measured By Episodic Reward Under Different Reward Scales (500 
Training Episodes)  



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 672 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

 



Towards Inclusive and Egalitarian Vocational Education and Training 673 
 

Crossing Boundaries 2025 Universitat de les Illes Balears 

Figure 4 
Training losses under different reward scales (500 training episodes) 
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