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Editorial 

This year has been special. The European Conference on Educational Research ECER 2020, 
which was to take place in Glasgow, Scotland, was cancelled. We would have loved to meet in 
person to discuss recent research findings and to share new and innovative ideas. Due to Covid-
19, this was not possible. Given the special situation, we are even more pleased to present the 
2020 edition of the ECER proceedings, Trends in Vocational Education and Training Research, 
Vol. III as a contribution to support communication amongst researchers and to contribute to 
policy and practice. The present publication includes more than 30 papers that illustrate 
planned, ongoing and completed VET research. All papers are based on double-blind peer-
reviewed abstracts that were accepted for presentation at the ECER in Glasgow. Final papers 
were commented by VETNET board members and supported authors in revising their contri-
butions.  

The papers address initial, continuing and higher vocational education and training, the ad-
vancement of individual careers, the education and training of VET educators, and the regional, 
national and international development of VET through diverse measures. The wide scope of 
topics positions VET research as a multi-thematic and multi-disciplinary endeavour. VET re-
search addresses questions at the societal, organisational and individual levels – without losing 
the focus on what’s important: to educate and train people and to allow them to fulfil their 
potential through vocational education and training.  

VETNET is a network of researchers interested in exploring societal, policy, governance, 
organisational, institutional and individual factors that shape and explain vocational education, 
learning and training across the lifespan. It welcomes members and contributions from all over 
the world. With its publications, VETNET aims to foster knowledge sharing and mutual learn-
ing among researchers and between research, practice and policy. The publications help to keep 
up with current projects and emerging topics in VET, encourage discussion and cooperation, 
and support the establishment of a visible and influential European landscape of VET research.  

VETNET builds on the expertise and the commitment of its members – we appreciate all 
valuable contribution to the proceedings and other VETNET activities – whether in person, 
online or in written, let’s stay in contact. 
 
Bern and London, 10 November 2020 
 
Dr Christof Nägele, VETNET chair / link convenor 
University of Applied Sciences and Arts Northwestern Switzerland, School of Education 
 
Professor Dr Barbara E. Stalder, VETNET chair / link convenor 
Bern University of Teacher Education 
 
Dr Natasha Kersh, VETNET programme chair 2020 
UCL Institute of Education, Education Practice and Society, London 
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ers’ Professional Development and Quitting the Profession 

Aasa, Maret 
University of Tallinn, maret.aasa@tlu.ee 

Loogma, Krista 
University of Tallinn, krista.loogma@tlu.ee 

Abstract 
This study considers how the learning patterns of vocational teachers relate to their career de-
cision-making process. As a starting point, vocational teachers' careers involve a high level of 
occupational mobility. Therefore, vocational teachers have made career-related decisions re-
lated to previous studies or followed new perspectives and opportunities. According to 
Krumboltz’s learning theory of career decision-making process, a person considers experiences 
which are gained through direct or indirect learning while choosing a career or studying path. 
Drawing on an analysis of narrative interviews with 24 vocational teachers and two previous 
vocational teachers, the article analyses the influence of learning experiences on becoming a 
vocational teacher. 

Keywords 
direct learning; indirect learning; vocational teachers’ career; transferable skills 

 Introduction 
One of the challenges for many educational systems is a question on how to recruit and keep 
vocational teachers who have pedagogical and practical skills and knowledge of the workplace 
(OECD, 2014). To solve the vocational teachers' shortage the strategy to encourage practition-
ers to enter vocational teaching has been launched on policy level (OECD, 2010). At the same 
time, the attractiveness of the vocational teacher’s profession is affected by low salary levels 
(Misra, 2011) and lack of social recognition (Grollmann, 2008). Yet, work satisfaction may be 
related to personally meaningful work (Rosso et al., 2010). However, there is little known about 
the reasons explaining why individuals choose the vocational teachers work and how their 
learning patterns are connected to life career. The viewpoints of the vocational teachers' career 
decision-making and related learning might give an explanation about aspects, which are im-
portant in terms of recruitment and professional development of vocational teachers. 

The career path of vocational teachers may involve a rather high level of occupational mo-
bility. The fact that vocational teachers have a background in an initial occupation (Andersson 
et al., 2018) offers to them several career prospects on the labour market. As the skills and 
individual competencies acquired during the former career remain valuable, there are no barri-
ers when switching back to the former occupation after working at vocational school. The return 
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to former occupation still bears the risk that pedagogical skills acquired during teaching may 
not congruent with the further occupational career. Although vocational teachers are sometimes 
considered as “low skilled” in academic terms (Andersson & Köpsén, 2015) they possess spe-
cific skills and know-how, acquired during the occupational and educational path. 

Qualification requirements for vocational teachers vary by country. In most countries tertiary 
education is required as entry level, in some countries (the Czech Republic, Finland, France, 
Iceland, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Spain) a master degree is required (Cedefop, 2016). How-
ever, considering the mobility in the vocational teacher’s career path is not sufficient to confine 
learning narrowly by the academy or by the workplace. Instead, learning is a continuous life-
long process that occurs in all contexts in which individuals have been lived (Allix, 2011). 
Personal histories determine individual identities and the way they engage in work and exercise 
their agency (Billett, 2011). Although in the identity construction process, individuals are active 
agents (Vähäsantanen & Billett, 2008), the colleagues play a significant part, as individual 
claims of belonging must be accepted by others (May, 2013). Also, individual and shared values 
are shaped and re-shaped by the social context of work (Beckett & Hager, 2002). Socialisation, 
involved mainly informal learning, broadens the awareness of colleagues and opens the door to 
tacit knowledge and therefore a more effective way of job performance (e.g. Eraut, 2011). In 
the negative line, workplace learning might lead to the realization that this is not a satisfying 
organisation to work for (Beckett & Hager, 2002). 

As learning occurs everywhere and in each situation, vocational teachers learn from their 
own experience, from colleagues, from students. Also, feedback, messages from family or so-
cietal attitude towards vocational education have to be considered as indirect learning experi-
ences. The association of these messages with occupation produces a positive or negative re-
sponse, which will be relevant in future career decision-making (Patton & McMahon, 2014). 
To support vocational teacher’s recruitment and workplace motivation, it’s necessary to under-
stand the patterns of individual learning in career decision-making. 

 Theoretical framework 
In the centre of Krumboltz’s learning theory in the career decision-making process (1979) is 
the idea that individuals acquire their career predilections through the learning experiences. It 
is important to recognize that individual educational and occupational decision-making is in-
fluenced in a large extent by factors usually outside the control of the individual (Krumboltz et 
al., 1976). Krumboltz distinguishes four categories of factors which influence an individual’s 
career decision-making process: genetic endowment and special abilities; environmental con-
ditions and events; learning experiences and task approach skills. It is not essential to know 
exactly what portion of the variance is due to genetic or environmental influencers, but it should 
be recognized that individuals are born with greater or lesser predispositions to profit from a 
certain type of learning experiences (Krumboltz et al., 1976). 

In the present study, we are mainly focusing on the two types of learning experiences: direct, 
instrumental, and indirect, associative. Direct learning experiences are those in which the indi-
vidual acts on the environment to produce certain consequences, which include the direct ef-
fects produced by the action (feedback) and the observable result of the action itself 
(Krumboltz, et al., 1976). The direct learning type involves genetic endowments and environ-
mental conditions. Through these experiences, an individual learns skills relevant to decision-
making about careers which in their view is appropriate to them (Patton & McMahon, 2014). 
The term indirect learning refers to the development of positive and negative attitudes and be-
liefs about occupations through a broad array of external stimuli (e.g. positive or negative mes-
sage about occupation). Thus, indirect learning refers to an individual reaction to external stim-
uli (Krumboltz, et al., 1976), which will be relevant in career decision-making (Patton & 
McMahon, 2014). 
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In this paper we are asking: 
 

1. Which learning patterns (direct and indirect learning) experienced during the lifespan 
have influenced the vocational teacher’s career? 

2. How has learning during the vocational teacher’s career increased individual competen-
cies and transferable skills? 

3. Which direct or indirect learning aspects have increased or decreased vocational 
teacher’s professional stability? 

 Expected outcomes 
We assume, that becoming a vocational teacher and keeping hold of teachers’ occupation is 
related to positive interaction between direct and indirect learning. Secondly, we suggest, that 
learning which has been taken place during vocational teacher’s career supported the develop-
ment of the transferable skills, and thus an individual’s better perspectives in the labour market. 

 Methodology 
The research is based on narrative life history interviews, which is suitable to find out the impact 
and influence of past events and individuals experiences (Bold, 2012). Altogether 24 vocational 
teachers and two former vocational teachers were interviewed. The youngest interviewee was 
24-years old and the oldest 67-years old. The interviews with former vocational teachers aimed 
to gain information about the reasons for quitting and the perceived importance of gained skills 
for the further career path. The average length of the interview was one and a half hours. Ana-
lysing the transcribed interviews, we applied the tree-steps thematic analysis (Ryan & Bernard, 
2003). First, we coded content units. Then we aggregated the content units into categories and 
categories into themes. 

 Results 
From the narratives collected from the vocational teachers, the following themes, explaining 
their learning and career decision-making process emerged: 1) the genetic endowment and 
childhood environment; 2) the aspects and outcomes of direct learning; 3) the outcomes of in-
direct learning; 4) task approach and suitability of vocational teachers work; 5) transferable 
skills. 

 Genetic endowment and childhood environment 
Vocational teachers do not bring out any specific abilities while speaking about their child-
hoods. However, some loved singing, others preferred acting or sports. Several interviewees 
characterized themselves as leaders, good communicators or performers. 

While speaking about home and parents, interviewees mentioned they are from a “simple 
family” or “my parents were regular workers”. Some had parents with an academic degree but 
there was also vocational teacher, whose father had only 6-grades of education. Remarkably, 
many interviewees had grown up with grandparents or foster parents. Regardless of the family 
type, childhood home influenced life values, behavioural norms, workplace habits. Some noted 
that parent (mum, father, grandfather) has been his/her greatest teacher. In several cases, people 
had taken the parent’s vocation as a model. For example, people chose the chef’s profession 
after stepmom. Others followed their relatives who seemed to have a seemingly profitable job. 
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All relatives whom I associated with have usually been studying sort of functional 
knowledge, so there are few theoreticians and many kinds of hands-on workers. 
And this is influencing a lot. (Aivar, 45) 

The first career decision was made after graduating from compulsory school. Some chose 
the academic path and continued studies in high school, others went to a vocational school. The 
choices made after compulsory school were mostly influenced by the socio-economic context. 
Those who chose vocational school wanted to acquire skills which would ensure quick access 
to the labour market. Some considered personal characteristics like communicativeness or in-
dividual need for autonomy. For example, one of the interviewees explained that the need for 
independence made him choose electrician’s profession. Decision-making was also influenced 
by a previous connection to a certain occupation. Vocational teachers who had chosen an aca-
demic path did not consider vocational education as an option, mainly due to the bad reputation 
of vocational education, which they had indirectly learnt from attitudes made by teachers or 
parents. 

Taken together genetic and environmental components it might be assumed that, although 
vocational teachers cannot be characterized as genetically talented in music or artistic term, 
they possessed personality traits of leaders, communicators or performers. These characteristics 
shaped and manifested in interactions to the playmates or domestic situations. The childhood 
environment of interviewees, with some exceptions, was modest in economic terms but had an 
educative role, as values like diligence, politeness were frequently formed in the childhood 
environment. 

 The aspects and outcomes of direct learning 
Becoming a vocational teacher was unplanned and connected to structural factors (such as local 
labour market situation), additional benefits (the chance to get a free apartment), interest in 
teachers’ profession, mission. Despite the reasons which lead to vocational teaching, interview-
ees brought out that they dared to accept vocational teachers work after comparing herself/him-
self to acquainted vocational teacher, considering their long work-experience and acquired 
skills and characteristics of personal traits. Thus, the decision to become a vocational teacher 
bases on previous informal and formal learning outcomes and perceived personal capacities, 
which in turn are related to internal reflection or external feedback, which are considered as a 
direct learning outcome. As becoming a vocational teacher mostly happened unexpectedly, the 
preparation period was rather short. At the beginning of the vocational teachers' career, the 
qualification of teachers varied a lot. Some had an academic education some had acquired vo-
cation without a gymnasium education. 

I told that I do not even have an education, only eight classes … I was then 27, 
maybe around 28. And, and then I went to school just to try because this previous 
teacher had gone to the hospital with heart-attack because then they needed a 
teacher. And as I had so much experience working at building sites then I was a 
proper candidate, and it was enough in their eyes. (Ene, 64) 

The interviewees brought out that before practising teachers work, they thought the job was 
easier. To manage a role, vocational teachers intuitively used experiences gained during their 
studies or raising their children. While working, they started continuous and purposeful learning 
(seeking the material, attended courses, academic education, collaboration with practitioners) 
to be competent to teach/in vocational pedagogy. 
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And then I came to this school as a teacher. In the beginning, I thought that I have 
a lot of experience in building – that, what there is to teach, but theory and all that… 
I had never studied building. Then I started to re-learn, I’m still learning, it’s never-
ending, it has been a non-stop studying to teach. (Arno, 58) 

As vocational teachers did not have pedagogical qualification before starting as a teacher 
they were sent to pedagogical courses. Interviewees saw the courses differently. Some believed 
that pedagogical courses gave practical support. Some found that pedagogical courses were led 
by academics estranged from the reality of school life, and considered, therefore, courses use-
less. For example, Aivar, who considers the pedagogical courses at the University his worst 
experience, because he was taught by lectors who have been in front of a class twenty-thirty 
years ago. 

They had absolutely nothing to teach us. Nothing ... that’s because time has moved 
on. (Aivar, 45) 

Teachers’ attitude to courses related to specific speciality was without exception positive. 
They found that these were useful for getting information related to occupational development 
or inevitable for maintaining qualification. Vocational teachers brought out that students’ inter-
est, their positive results and admiration are the best form of feedback. For some, preparing 
students for the skills competition was considered as a life goal. 

I have only one dream and aim, that this same girl, with whom we trained for skills 
competition … we are already so good that we got third place and our next aim is 
again next year, and then we will have the first place and then to the international 
skills competition... (Riina, 50) 

Some compared their own time of study and found that they liked the way, how they them-
selves had learned. In this light, they were rather critical towards lectors, whose theoretical 
advice according to changed teaching approach does not work in the real teaching situations. 

Sometimes I have the feeling that those trainers haven’t seen a 17-year-old who 
isn’t interested in absolutely nothing. (Kairi, 45) 

Most of the interviewees noted that they longed for a mentor who wasn’t appointed for them. 
Several brought out that there was no support from the colleagues either. Some enjoyed the 
support of the mentor, which increased satisfaction with the school and made teachers adapt 
organisational norms and behaviours. 

I was accepted quite well and I was appointed to an older colleague who was a very 
good person… He was like a tutor or a mentor…and I can say that all in all, it’s a 
tradition to accept people very well in this school. (Tiia, 50) 

In conclusion, acceptance of vocational teachers' work was related to self-understanding, 
which in turn was greatly a result of past learning experiences. The reality of vocational teach-
ers’ work turned out more difficult than expected. Only a few of the interviewed vocational 
teachers perceived mentor’s or colleagues’ support at the beginning. For managing difficulties, 
they used personal learning experiences and educational principles acquired in childhood. All 
of the vocational teachers had to pass through the pedagogical courses. Several did not consider 
courses efficient as these were led by theoreticians who did not know the school-life reality. 
Differently from traditional formal learning where students receive feedback from the teacher, 
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feedback to vocational teachers was given by students, colleagues, school leaders. Students’ 
accomplishments at competitions, interest in the field, reactions in classes were the most ex-
plicit signs about vocational teachers’ self-efficiency. In several cases, this was the only feed-
back for teachers in their learning journey as a vocational teacher. 

 Outcomes of indirect learning 
Indirect learning explains how individual views on vocational education and vocational teach-
ing change over time and analyses aspects according to which vocational teachers value voca-
tional schools as a workplace and see their suitability for the profession. Interviewees who had 
learned in vocational schools themselves evaluated vocational schools’ educational opportuni-
ties well. Those who had acquired an academic education noted that for them the vocational 
schools were rather unfamiliar or non-existent before starting the vocational teachers work. 

Actually, when I was younger vocational education didn’t even exist in my reality 
and well because I wasn’t part of it, didn’t know about it. So, I didn’t even know 
what to think about it. (Tiia, 50) 

During vocational teaching, people started to revalue learning opportunities given by voca-
tional schools. All of the vocational teachers believed that their specific field is important for 
the student. Still, teachers found that the limitation of general subjects in learning programmes 
decreases vocational education’s popularity among students as it is considered as “blind alley” 
compared by general secondary education. Some of the vocational teachers found that voca-
tional education enables people to have a prosperous career. 

The fact that there are qualifications and occupational standards in a specific field 
enables people to have a career in their occupational field. You acquire an occupa-
tion learn more, vocational schools give the chance to make a qualification exam. 
In addition to ‘regular’ diploma, you have a certificate in a specific field. I think it 
will become more and more valuable for the employer. (Rita, 56) 

Several long-time vocational teachers thought that high school/general secondary education 
is overrated. They found that it is easier for teachers in high school because the majority of the 
students who continue studies in high school have better results and a more supportive back-
ground. 

An ordinary gymnasium, that one is really a factory. Some faces come in, then they 
give a dose of each subject and maybe later a reject will go the street. ... Here comes 
the reject, mostly. Here we have to make reject into the material. (Aivar, 45) 

In most cases, interviewees believed that the workplace environment is better in vocational 
schools than in high schools. Collegial relationships, together with speciality field mission 
turned to be the most important aspects of work motivation. 

The motivator is the hugely cool bunch, with whom we work together because the 
salary is not as high, ... and another thing, you just have to be, I am a fanatic. (Riina, 
50) 

The decrease of workplace quality (e.g. unsupportive management) harmed work, private 
life, overall wellbeing, sleeping quality. Changes in the workplace environment, the arrogance 
of the school board members were the reasons for quitting vocational teachers work. 
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Two years I thought that there will be some changes and the director will find some-
thing in the end… Let’s be honest – teacher’s job is rather stressful and workplace 
environment has a huge impact. (Siiri, 53) 

When it came to material infrastructure in vocational schools, teachers were on different 
opinions. In most cases, interviewees brought out that material resources (technology, equip-
ment, buildings) were modern and of high quality. Some teachers found that technological ap-
pliances were out of date. Some vocational teachers consciously avoided traditional pedagogi-
cal principles. Here one of the reasons was the perception gained during their studies and related 
indirect learning, that life-long pedagogues have become distanced from real life and see the 
world through their specific field. For example, Mart’s experience shows how significantly 
indirect learning connected to the professional group shape individual understanding and influ-
ence individual practice. 

Maybe my advantage is that I haven’t passed a teachers’ training or something like 
that. /…/ The way how each teacher approaches a student is their own business. I 
don’t interfere with that if there isn’t an urgent need. At the same time, I also don’t 
let other teachers ruin my class. (Mart, 33) 

In conclusion, interviewees started to value the importance of vocational schools after be-
coming vocational teachers. Vocational teachers pointed out the practical value of vocational 
education. It was brought out that relationships between the colleagues and mission to share 
speciality filed skills are the most important motivators of work. 

 Task approach skills and subjective suitability for the profession 
Vocational teachers related own suitability at the workplace with a former career, life experi-
ences, self-efficacy, suitable personal characteristics. Several interviewees brought out that dur-
ing their own student time or at work they were often chosen to be mentors or coaches for others 
student or co-workers. 

A teacher chose me as a mentor for some students… There were so many of us in 
catering and the director sent me. I don’t know whether he saw I had something in 
me, that something that I’ll manage. (Siiri, 53) 

Several vocational teachers perceived that the lack of technological skills hinders to com-
plete duties as vocational teachers. Some of the middle-aged teachers (in the 50s and 60s) wor-
ried that due to their age they are no longer attractive as a teacher and at the labour market. 
They found that students need to see younger people as teachers. 

I feel that there should be a younger person in front of the class. I am no longer an 
admirable candidate, at least in some places. (Rita, 56) 

On the other hand, some teachers found that despite the changes in their physical capabilities 
they could still teach occupational offspring in educating the younger generation. 

In sum, interviewees understanding of their suitability for vocational teachers’ role bases on 
perceived self-efficacy related to task approach skills, which in turn are formed on interrelated 
aspects of environmental influences and the result of direct and indirect learning. As a result of 
direct learning, the individuals understand their capacities (innate teaching skills, speciality 
field know-how). At the same time, indirect learning plays a role. For example, vocational 
teachers’ understanding of their suitability for the role is influenced by societal attitude (e.g. 
the cult of youth). 
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 The importance of acquired skills for future career 
Interviewees noted that the teacher’s profession has enabled them to complement their practical 
skills, handle new technology etc. They believed that due to vocational teaching, they had re-
ceived more professional courses and training than they would have while working in the pri-
vate sector. 

Most of the interviewees brought out that due to vocational teaching they are better commu-
nicators, collaborators, motivators, team-players. Teachers also noted creativity, flexibility and 
critical thinking. Some of these qualities were noticed also by two former vocational teachers. 
They found that they can utilize previously acquired skills at their present work. 

Now that teacher’s job and pedagogical courses, it has helped how to speak and 
communicate with people. To be honest, it also learnt how to influence people. (Si-
iri, 53) 

Teachers recognised the importance of courses, but the prevailing part of skills was an out-
come of informal learning which in turn is the result of everyday experiences, judgements, 
intuitive problem-solving. Courses are related to practical or occupational and pedagogical 
skills and know-how; everyday actions facilitate so-called soft-skills development. Aforemen-
tioned skills are performance indicators, but at the same time, these skills are valued by em-
ployers in the labour markets. 

 Discussion 
The study highlights the outcomes of direct and indirect learning, which are related to life-long 
experiences within particular environmental conditions. Although learning results may reveal 
retrospectively, they play the role of sense-making of one's professional capacity and career 
decision making. 

As learning is a life-long process, we have to recognize the influence of genetic endowment 
and a childhood environment. Vocational teachers cannot be characterized as genetically tal-
ented. One reason here might be childhood environment as the family could not offer proper 
support to develop the specific talents. A large group of interviewees grew up with foster par-
ents or with grandparents, where they had to do a lot of practical work. Interviewees’ first career 
choice was influenced by a socioeconomic situation or parent's occupation. In this, individual 
educational decision making was dependent on external factors, which according to Krumboltz 
et al. (1976) is usually outside the control of an individual. However, the childhood environment 
paved the way for preferences, values, and working habits. 

Although interviewees did not choose teaching as their first career path, they often received 
the role of a mentor in work or during studies. The mentor role proved to be a direct learning 
experience, which encouraged individuals to believe in their teaching skills. However, peda-
gogical qualification was acquired after becoming a vocational teacher. Teachers’ attitude to-
wards pedagogical courses was dependent on their practical usefulness for teaching work. In 
their work, vocational teachers used teaching skills they had acquired from multiple sources 
during their studies, through parenting, work experiences, reading psychological books, 
through formal learning. 

Becoming a vocational teacher brought about the re-evaluation of views about the reputation 
of vocational education. Vocational teachers started to evaluate vocational education more than 
a high-school education and the vocational teachers' work was considered more meaningful 
than teachers’ work in a high school. The differentiation of „we“ and „they“ indicates to the 
developments of the workplace or occupational identity. Here the results of our study are in 
harmony with Beckett and Hager (2002) explanation that workplaces as social context shape 
individual as far "they are becoming a certain sort of individual" (p, 27). More precisely, they 



9 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

become professionals with vocational and teacher identity, who tend to value practical 
knowledge and have a feeling of a mission to share these skills. In order to realize their profes-
sional potential, they need a supportive work environment and a sense of belonging related to 
the quality of collegial relations. The deterioration of workplace relation proved to be the reason 
for quitting the profession. 

Our study highlighted the multidimensional development and learning of vocational teach-
ers. Vocational teachers’ profession stimulated individuals to complement knowledge in their 
speciality field, made them better team-players, enriched critical thinking, creativity. Thus, 
complementary to speciality field and pedagogical skills, soft-skills or transferable skills im-
proved. Personal development, positive feedback, workplace relations, the chance to see stu-
dents' development made vocational teaching personally meaningful, increased the feeling of 
stability, encouraged to continue in the field. 

Our findings confirm the very social nature of learning of vocational teachers. Individual 
learning experiences throughout the lifespan may be direct or indirect. However, the associated 
feedback or interpretation influences individual self-understanding and suitability for a certain 
career. 

The study points out that an individual considers becoming a vocational teacher once a per-
son sees oneself as a specialist and he/she perceives to have personal traits suitable for a teacher. 
Becoming a vocational teacher broadens the studying opportunities, diversifies the know-how 
and therefore, boosts personal development and satisfaction as well as perspectives at the labour 
market. 
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Abstract 
Recent decades teachers at Danish vocational colleges have been met with high demands in 
adapting their pedagogy and practice to meet the requirements of new legislation, which imply 
implementation of new pedagogical ideas as well as new ways of teaching and cooperating with 
colleagues. But teachers often find themselves lacking the necessary time to reflect on how to 
implement the new ideas and requirements. This condition thus represents a challenge to the 
success of implementing the demanded changes. In this article, we address the question of what 
is needed to create environments to support teachers’ reflection and their professional develop-
ment in VET with a specific focus at the potentials of ‘professional learning communities’ 
(PLC´s). 

Keywords 
vocational education; professional development; teachers; communities of practice; profes-
sional learning communities (plc´s) 

 Introduction 
As described by educational researcher and theorist Andy Hargreaves, communication, dia-
logue, and reflection are some of the key factors in teachers’ professional development and 
therefore also play an important role in school improvement (Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2017; 
Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018). Recent decades have been characterized by constant and ex-
tensive demands for changes in VET education in most European countries (e.g. Cedefop, 
2019). In particular, the situation in Danish VET has been characterized by reforms requiring 
teachers to change their teaching and pedagogy, as well as their understanding of the students 
and the academic content (Regeringen et al., 2018; Regeringen, 2014). Teachers in Danish VET 
are met with high demands in adapting their pedagogy and practice to meet the requirements of 
such new legislation, new pedagogical ideas, and new ways of teaching and cooperating with 
colleagues. However, the everyday life of teachers in Danish VET is also characterized by busi-
ness and a lack of time; in other words, teachers are often not left much time to reflect on their 
practice or on how to implement the required changes (Duch & Andreasen, 2019). This condi-
tion thus represents a challenge to the success of implementing such changes. 
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Hargreaves (1998) argues that forced change can have a negative impact on motivation (Har-
greaves & O’Connor, 2018; Hargreaves, 1998). He points out that teaching is not only an intel-
lectual or cognitive phenomenon but something that educators engage with and therefore re-
spond to emotionally when they experience pressured working conditions and stressful condi-
tions for realizing change requirements. This can cause demotivation and a loss of commitment 
and joy, which can occur if teachers are not given the necessary conditions for change (Har-
greaves, 1998). It creates inefficiencies as well as poor conditions for skills development. 

In this paper, we will address the research question: what is needed to create environments 
to support teachers’ reflection and their professional development in VET? 

The paper focuses on findings from a research project related to development work carried 
out in 2018–2019 at a Danish social and healthcare college. The aim of the development work 
in question was to support and create space for teachers’ reflection, learning, and professional 
development. This was done by implementing activities based on the idea of professional learn-
ing communities (Albrechtsen, 2010; Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018; Marzano et al., 2016; 
Wenger, 1999). Based on our experiences with the project, the paper discusses and analyses 
what characterizes a professional learning environment and what plays a role for professional 
development. Using empirical data from the project, we take a closer look at the challenges and 
contradictions that appear in such processes. The theoretical framework is inspired by Andy 
Hargreaves’ discussions of professional learning environments and Wenger’s theory about 
communities of practice (Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2017, 2018; Thompson et al., 2004; 
Wenger, 1999). It incorporates research data from the development project, which includes 
teaching observations and interviews with the participants. 

 Changes in the area of social and healthcare education 
In recent decades, teachers at Danish social and healthcare colleges have been and continue to 
be in a situation where, for a variety of reasons, they have to change both their pedagogy and 
teaching as well as their understanding of the students and the educations’ academic content. 
The reason for this is a number of reforms in the vocational education sector that have been 
implemented in recent years due to political concern about a future shortage of skilled labour. 
One of these – passed in 2014 – thus aimed, among other things, to get more young people to 
choose a vocational education (Regeringen et al, 2014). The reform meant that the student co-
hort at social and healthcare colleges changed, with an increase in the number of young people 
coming directly from secondary school and starting a youth education programme. At the same 
time, more academically ‘strong’ students should be attracted to vocational education through 
new educational programmes. In 2018, the Danish government passed further initiatives aimed 
at motivating young people in secondary school to apply for vocational educations (Regeringen 
et al., 2018). 

The reforms mean that vocational colleges have simultaneously gained both a new student 
cohort in the form of academically strong students, but also younger students, some of whom 
would be considered academically weak. This creates a pressure on change at the social and 
healthcare colleges, which means that the educational programmes, and thus the teachers, must 
renew the pedagogy of the programme for these new groups of students. 

In addition, vocational education programmes are undergoing changes as a result of changed 
working conditions for employees (Beskæftigelsesministeriet, 2013), and there have been sav-
ings on vocational education programmes in terms of government funding (Regeringen, 2018). 
These changes must also be assumed to be important in relation to the frameworks for teaching 
and thus teachers’ pedagogy. 
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 Professional learning communities 
It is not new that teachers at vocational colleges are faced with demands for the development 
of their pedagogy. In addition to the ongoing reforms of vocational education programmes, 
historically there have always been various educational demands and measures that teachers 
have had to implement and qualify for, for example through pedagogical continuing education 
(Duch, 2017). Over time, there have also been different initiatives to support such development 
and change processes. A more recent example of this is reflected in the implementation of the 
idea of professional learning communities (PLCs) – a practice that has gained some prevalence 
in Denmark in recent years, especially in primary and lower secondary school (Albrechtsen, 
2010). 

PLC has its origins in theories developed in the 1990s about ‘the learning organisation’ as 
described, for example, by Peter Senge, and in system theories linking organizations and indi-
viduals (Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Thomson et al., 2004), theory of learning processes and 
reflection (Albrechtsen, 2010), as well as in Andy Hargreave’s ideas about teacher and school 
development and what creates an innovative environment in schools, where precisely ‘profes-
sional learning communities’ are considered to be able to play an important role (Giles & Har-
greaves, 2006). The goal of PLC is to qualify teachers’ professional development and their 
implementation of changes, and, even though PLC is realized in different versions, it is based 
on a common idea that learning occurs through collaboration, de-privatization, and reflective 
dialogues based on shared values. 

In the literature, there are various descriptions of PLC, where, for instance, the following 
themes are highlighted: “(1) shared and supportive leadership; (2) shared values and vision; (3) 
collective learning and its application; (4) shared personal practice; and (5) supportive condi-
tions” (Wilson, 2016). As a practice, PLC can be described as: “A system of teacher teams 
which collaborate on issues related to teaching, assessment and other school-related topics that 
aim to improve the students’ learning” (Marzano et al., 2016, p. 9). 

Such understandings are based on a view that learning is situated and takes place in commu-
nities of practice, as is also evident in Wenger’s theory (Wenger, 1999). The collaboration be-
tween teachers can provide long-lasting structures for professional development, and it can 
contribute to “a culture where teachers feel they have more control over their work” (Marzano 
et al., 2016, p. 18). For students, it is claimed that PLC contributes to better learning: “Research 
on a wide range of areas and over decades has shown, in brief, that effective PLCs can be linked 
to student results” (Marzano et al., 2016, p. 22). PLC thus seeks to build on empirical studies, 
experiences, and recommendations (Marzano et al., 2016). PLC can be closely linked to inter-
national experiences and results, experiences from Denmark, and in some contexts is associated 
with data and evidence (e.g. Dufour et al., 2016). 

In various local interpretations, the idea of PLC has for a number of years been tested in 
Danish primary and lower secondary schools in the form of municipal initiatives, where entire 
teaching staffs participate in continuing education programmes on the idea and its application  
(Aarhus Kommune, 2017; VIA, 2017). There are a number of publicly available evaluations 
and presentations of preliminary results of this (EVA, 2017; VIVE, 2018). This shows, for 
example, that the schools studied who sought to implement the idea appear to be moving to-
wards PLC, but without it being currently possible to measure the major changes for students’ 
learning and well-being (VIVE, 2018). Likewise, it appears that teachers experience a barrier 
to such change in terms of time to change practice through PLC (VIVE, 2018). It is the latter 
theme that we focus on in the analysis of this article. 

However, while PLC can be found in Danish primary and lower secondary schools in various 
local forms, it is not yet well tested in the area of vocational education (Metropol, 2018). This 
action research project highlights the barriers and potentials that are reflected in processes of 
implementation of the idea at a Danish social and healthcare college. 
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In a Danish context, it is especially a description and understanding of PLC, like the one 
below, that has been dominant, and it is also this one that the action research is based on. This 
understanding, in continuation of the above account, describes PLC as being based on five core 
elements (also called ‘pillars’). This was introduced in Denmark by Albrechtsen (2010), and 
there are a number of Danish-language introductions that have slightly different emphases (Al-
brechtsen, 2016; Marzano, Heflebower, Hoegh, Warrick & Grift, 2016). What is common in 
these representations is the description of PLC with reference to the following five themes, 
called ‘pillars’: 

 
1. shared values and visions 
2. de-privatization of practice 
3. cooperation 
4. reflective dialogue 
5. students’ and teachers’ learning 
 
In the specific research at the social and healthcare college, the starting point is that PLC can 

support teachers’ learning in the many change processes mentioned above. In addition, there 
are local changes. Specifically, these relate to a new “common educational didactic basis” that 
is developed after a merger between several colleges, and in this process there has been an 
interest in and a need for the understanding and development of teaching differentiation and 
collegial cooperation, for example, in the form of supervision (Duch & Andreasen, 2019). 

 ‘Barriers’ and ‘resistance’ – theoretical background 
The implementation of PLC initiates a change that requires and implies a learning process for 
all involved. However, it is well known that learning processes are complicated and can also be 
characterized by what some term resistance and barriers (e.g. Illeris, 2012). Various theorists 
have developed theories on how this can be understood and conceptualized. 

We have chosen to incorporate the learning theorist Peter Jarvis’s theory, in which he deals 
with change understood as learning. Here, he thematizes the issue, which is linked to the fact 
that there can be varying degrees of difference and distances between, on the one hand, the 
change that is desired in a given culture, and, on the other hand, the expectations and needs for 
change that the individual sees or experiences (Jarvis, 2012). Jarvis talks about different forms 
of non-learning. If there is a large disagreement, there is a possibility that “they will receive an 
increased awareness regarding the potential learning situation but not feel able to learn anything 
from it” (Jarvis, 2012, p. 599). Or they “realize that they, for example, just do not have time for 
this learning” (Jarvis, 2012, p. 600). 

Cognitive theories, as found with for instance Piaget (eg. Piaget, 1929), and other psycho-
logical theories can be understood in the light of how people act on the basis of internal and 
external disagreements and thus the need for change. In general, it can be described in the way 
that “in every human’s development and life, there are also obstacles and challenges that cannot 
easily be overcome and adapted to, but on the contrary inhibit development and the unfolding 
of life” (Illeris, 2012, p. 620). Thus, in a workplace where the individual encounters many dif-
ferent demands for changes, it is not a given that these demands will have an impact on teachers’ 
teaching, because there are external and internal disagreements. In this article, resistance is 
understood as expressions of, or something that is or can be, the result of such disagreements. 

 Methods 
The project was designed as an action research project. The teachers and leaders participated 
with an interest in improving their pedagogy and trying to understand the problems and chal-
lenges of implementing pedagogical changes to their teaching (Dick, 2015; Wilson, 2016; 
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Rowell & Hong, 2017). Thus, it was designed to support their involvement and influence on 
the activities of the project (Brydon-Miller & Aragón, 2018). The research is inspired by eth-
nography, and the data are collected using qualitative methods. These included observations of 
the participating teachers when they were planning their teaching and activities in their teams 
as well as teachers when they were teaching in their classes in VET (Dick, 2015). During ob-
servations, field notes were taken. These were shared with the observed teachers, who com-
mented on them, and the observations formed the basis of dialogues with the participating 
teachers about their interests and shared reflections on what was observed. Some of the teachers 
also used the field notes more specifically in relation to the improvement and development of 
their teaching. In observing teaching, the observer took a position without participation (full 
observer position), whereas in relation to meetings and joint planning, the position varied be-
tween full participation and full observer (Gold, 1958). During the 7 months of the research 
project, the observer regularly visited the college thereby gaining a broad knowledge of the 
college and its culture. Activities by the end of the course included focus group interviews, with 
the team divided into two groups with six participants in each, in order to discuss their experi-
ences of the course’s activities and the strengths and challenges of this in their professional 
development. In addition, three managers from the school were interviewed: a staff manager 
for the team, another manager at the same level, and a manager with a more senior management 
function (Barbour, 2007). The data from the research formed the basis of an analysis, and cer-
tain findings from this analysis led to further reflections that we particularly focus on in this 
article. 

 Change and resistance 
Based on this article’s focus, we see three key themes in the empirical data, which we present 
in three subsections. 

 Roles, relationships, and values in the teacher group 
The first theme is about how teachers have roles and relationships in the group of colleagues 
they are in dialogue with in the project and which can give rise to collegial disagreements – 
disagreements that relate both to demands for change and to their differences in relation to what 
is important to them in teaching, which could be called values. 

This becomes apparent in the meetings working with PLC, and the members spent part of 
the time working in smaller groups, where they conducted interviews according to a set model 
in order to achieve reflective dialogues (Madsen, 2010). The model gave the participants fixed 
roles, as well as making it clear that the individual teacher was the central player. From the 
beginning of the PLC process, each teacher had defined how they would work with change in 
the form of a specific theme, which was differentiation of teaching. Work was also carried out 
in smaller groups, the members of which varied from meeting to meeting because there were 
always some people absent, and not least because it was difficult to have fixed groups based on 
a single common task. This dynamic organization meant that in the reflective dialogues there 
was also negotiation about what was talked about and who had what role. 

Based on different roles, participants thus contributed with reflections regarding the devel-
opment of their specific practice. In some groups, however, participants preferred to talk about 
the challenges that were experienced in the broad sense in the workplace. As one teacher ex-
plained in an interview: “I brought up what is important to me. I experienced being understood 
and heard. I could see myself through the reflective team.” (Focus group interview). For the 
teacher in question, it made sense to better understand the difference between colleagues and 
what it consisted of in order to be able to understand herself. Thereby, what might otherwise be 
seen as barriers to shared learning gained a new meaning. In the community of practice in the 
specific dialogue, practical solutions must be found in order to make the meeting work. 
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 Disagreements among teachers about the potentials of PLC 
Another theme is called disagreements among teachers in relation to what is experienced as 
possible. Six out of ten teachers at one of the meetings (PLC meeting in January 2019) said that 
PLC is only something that takes place at the PLC meetings. They explain that this is because 
they do not have “time”, that PLC is perceived as “too big”, that there are “a lot of other things”, 
and that they “cannot see the possibilities”. The four teachers who experience some integration 
of PLC into everyday life, but not to such an extent that they see PLC as a practice in everyday 
life, say that “something has happened in their teaching”. They describe how the PLC activities 
have made working with different kinds of observations and ‘data’ from their teaching more 
concrete for them. The work with PLC has meant that they have “prioritized”, and they have 
gained good experience from the project’s “interaction” with practice. They talk about feeling 
as if they have received a ‘push’ that has changed something. The participants suggest that the 
different degree of initial work with PLC in everyday life should be seen in connection with 
whether the researcher has observed the teacher’s teaching, since at first sight there appears to 
be such an effect. 

As some teachers express it in a focus group interview, observation notes become “empirical 
evidence and experiences that are able to make processes visible”, “something that can be the 
subject of analysis” (Focus group interview). At the same time, there is a large attendance at 
the PLC meetings amongst participants, and they can remember their individual focus in rela-
tion to teaching differentiation. In this way, it can appear that there is a division in relation to 
the team’s participation in, experience with, and learning through the PLC course: Some see 
and experience possibilities for change, others to a lesser extent. In this way, the possibility for 
change is linked to these observations by the individual teacher, and resistance again has the 
character of being something external. Therefore, change appears as being linked to a few in-
dividuals rather than the teacher group as a whole. 

 Organizational framework 
The last theme of the three that we will discuss is about the organizational framework. The 
organizational context in the form of the team structure, and thus the framework for learning 
through PLC, was formed before the project. Along the way, roles and tasks were negotiated at 
PLC meetings, and various types of products were worked on in relation to the development of 
teaching differentiation. In the community of practice, as mentioned above, a common opinion 
has formed that it is not possible to work with PLC in such a way that it changes teaching 
without changing organizational frameworks. The team appears to see a pattern in that if you 
have had an observer in your teaching, then PLC will start to have an impact. In this way, 
observations become a thing, an event, where notes from it can create learning and give mean-
ing to PLC. If someone has not been part of this, the participants conclude that there has been 
less opportunity for change and learning. Overall, barriers are thus linked to external organiza-
tional frameworks as an explanation for changes being difficult. Such themes were elaborated 
on at one of the concluding focus group interviews of teachers, who talk about time, about 
having to prioritize between many tasks themselves as teachers, and PLC can therefore be seen 
as the leadership’s “management tool”, where the organizational demands are “checked off” 
(Focus group interview). Here, the merger that took place at this workplace is also explicitly 
mentioned, as well as a stream of new colleagues who were seen as slowing down development 
– again an experience of barriers caused by the organizational framework, which is used as a 
reason and explanation for the individual resistance. 
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 Conclusion 
The analysis of the empirical data revealed that the teachers needed environments that sup-
ported and allowed them more time and space for professional reflection with colleagues. Re-
flections take time and require that you do not feel under pressure in order to, for instance, 
prepare for the next lesson, make an important phone call, attend a meeting. 

A very high degree of diversity was observed regarding the themes and issues the individual 
teachers raised and wished to discuss. Thus, designing a learning space that matched all partic-
ipants’ needs also required a high degree of influence and democracy (Rowell & Hong, 2017). 

However, the analysis also showed that the activities carried out created a framework and 
space for development and learning in a professional community for the participants. The ac-
tivities initiated formed a context that supported many types of reflections, which the observa-
tions also showed resulted in specific changes. For instance, it supported teachers’ development 
of new understandings of the students and of their own teaching, which created or initiated 
changes in their educational practices. Thus, it supported processes of professional develop-
ment. On the other hand, it also became clear that the teachers’ experience of continuously 
being exposed to demands for change is not only in itself perceived as extremely demanding 
but can also cause emotional reactions and may become a barrier to changes and improvements. 
Such processes are important to address and can be prevented by ensuring that educators have 
the necessary space for reflections and for professional development to take place. 
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Abstract 
Taking into account the accelerated process of technological innovation and the recent Covid 
crisis, the non-cognitive skills have been recognized as an essential element in the learning 
process today. Cometa VET school implements a 2-years VET training program called "Job 
High-School", aiming at former dropout students' employability, but carefully fostering their 
social and emotional skills. A capability approach has been developed in order to foster a human 
integral development. This research, funded by Fondazione SanZeno, presents the main ele-
ments of this approach and its theoretical foundations. A statistical analysis, based on data col-
lected through 4 waves of surveys between 2018 and 2020, highlights the impact of the ap-
proach in terms of increase of emotional and productive as the Key Performance Indicators 
(KPIs) on a group of students attending the program during 2018-2020. Emerging results show 
the relevance of tutors in the VET system as key players in learners' personal development. 

Keywords 
capabilities, agency theory, early-school leavers, skills, dropout 

 From employability to a holistic approach in VET 
The current paradigm shift the global society is experiencing shows an increasing number of 
major challenges: uneven industrial and post-industrial development, poverty, population 
growth, pollution and degradation, equity and gender disqualify. These challenges are structural 
aspects that directly affect the social mobility of individuals with more vulnerable incomes and 
social conditions, which predetermine their learning and entry into the labour market in the 
absence of equal opportunities (Tikly & Barrett, 2011; Hanushek et al., 2017; Kis & Windisch, 
2018). 

Education and training require to put skills at the centre stage to prepare young people to 
live an “unknown future” (Mulder, 2016), where the risks of automation in more sensitive sec-
tors are also added to the destruction of jobs, as also aimed by Sustainable Development Goals 
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(SDG4). While professional skills, although their relevance, can become outdated due to the 
continuous changes, growth mindset and a life-long learning attitude become paramount. 

The relevance of skills, then, cannot be restricted to the technical and professional ones; the 
impact of non-cognitive skills is positively correlated to both professional and personal devel-
opment (Heckman et al., 2014; Nussbaum, 2011). As emerged in Gendron (2018), developing 
emotional capital, besides academic and professional skills, is crucial to empower people and 
to promote a real VET fullness. 

In a broader sense, education (and training) should aim at the learners’ personal empower-
ment of their agency, not only to increase their level of employability, rather to develop their 
growth mindset and to reduce any potential risk of future social exclusion due to economic but 
also cultural and psychological reasons (Nussbaum, 2011). As in the capability approach theory 
by Sen (Drèze & Sen, 2002), agency empowerment concerns a wide range of a person’s capa-
bilities, due to the multidimensionality of human development. Capabilities include personal 
and social assets, professional and foundational skills, as well as several other dimensions: hu-
man, social, psychological even “trascendent”, as in Schnyder et al. (2019). The recent Covid 
crisis has accelerated a process of rethinking education, underlining the relevance of social-
emotional learning and life skills in a newly defined set of values in current school system 
(curriculum, didactics, learning ecosystems). 

 The scientific debate on emotional capital in VET 
As a starting point, the VET system is currently positioned and distinguished with great 

importance in the international community as a method capable of linking learning processes 
in the workplace and the classroom (Alet & Bonnal, 2012). Graduates can be linked to the 
labour market with adequate competencies, skills and experience, as they are learned, tested, 
evaluated and empirically improved during their formation phase (Domadenik et al., 2013; 
Eichhorst et al., 2015). Given this logic of institutional set-up, it has been distinguished as an 
effective strategy for both developed and developing countries to address a variety of structural 
challenges affecting social mobility today, such as low economic growth, skill mismatches be-
tween labour supply and demand, inequality increase and low social mobility, among others 
(Biavaschi et al., 2012; OECD, 2017a). 

Specifically, this system is distinguished as an inclusive offer for population strata with dif-
ferent socio-demographic contexts, but also for those individuals who, for different reasons, do 
not have the same opportunities to access traditional education and who subsequently find it 
difficult to obtain well-paid employment (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006; Tikly & Barret, 2011; 
Heckman & Mosso, 2014). 

On the other hand, the challenges that afflict the VET system are clear, where one of the 
most highlighted is the disdain and signalling that certain sectors of traditional academia and 
society itself generate concerning technical and technological education (Drolet, 2005; Levine 
& Sutherland, 2013; Billett, 2014; Rose, 2014; Abrassart & Wolter, 2020). However, several 
studies demonstrate the positive effects of the VET system applied to various contexts and stu-
dent profiles (Alet & Bonnal, 2012; Domadenik et al., 2013; Eichhorst et al., 2015). 

Taking into account the accelerated process of technological innovation (inherent in the cur-
rent global economic structure), the non-cognitive skills have been recognized as an essential 
element in the learning process today, as they are decisive for the efficient performance of a 
professional career (Watts & Watts, 2009; Lippman et al. 2015; Acemoglu & Restrepo, 2018). 
Empirical studies indicate that interpersonal skills are particular abilities that can play a role in 
improving an individual's job performance and career prospects; hence, employers consider 
these competencies (Abdullah-Al-Mamun, 2012; Majid et al., 2012; OECD, 2017b). New ap-
proaches to the VET system propose to contemplate not only the development of professional 
techniques but also the construction and strengthening of soft skills (Gendron, 2018). The 
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development of non-cognitive skills in students allows them to enhance their training in the 
workplace with higher determination and interaction, giving them the confidence to work in a 
collaborative environment. In this sense, educators or tutors have an important role in preparing 
their pupils to be competitive in a highly changing and complex economic world by focusing 
on the development of emotional skills (Gendron, 2004; Nussbaum, 2011; OECD, 2017a). 

Considering that students, regardless of their social background, receiving adequate instruc-
tion and an efficient process of emotional development, can overcome certain barriers that put 
their performance in the workplace at risk as their career. To integrate social and emotional 
development into students' academic instruction, different classifications have been proposed 
to refer to various skills linked to such emotional cognitive processes: as is the case of skills 
and competencies; attitudes, beliefs and mentalities; and character and values (Jones and Kahn, 
2017); as well as cognitive, emotional, social and interpersonal skills and competencies (AS-
PEN, 2019). 

In addition to social and emotional development, the investigations of Gendron (2004; 2018) 
and Gendron et al. (2016) consider that emotional capital is key to enhancing the skills of indi-
viduals in the VET system, as well as in their transition to the labour market. The emotional 
capital is defined as an intangible asset that makes possible the promotion and enhancement of 
technical knowledge, social skills such as cultural background, since these are endemic ele-
ments in the process of developing capacities (Gendron, 2004; Schnyder et al., 2019). Moreo-
ver, it is important to consider that under the focus of the development of emotional capital, the 
objective of the training process is not only that the graduate enters his or her first job, or that 
the future worker generates a high rate of return measured by the company's profits (Nussbaum, 
2008). Hereby the main objective is that the student achieves emotional, technical and collab-
orative development so that he can reduce social exclusion or face obstacles to enter the labour 
market (Drèze & Sen, 2002; Nussbaum, 2011; Tickly & Barrett, 2011; Duarte, 2016) 

Furthermore, education has been one of the sectors that have suffered the most from the 
shocks of the Covid-19 crisis, interrupting the learning processes, and afflicting the motivation 
of students. Facing this crucial situation, the VET system has also tried to adapt its distance 
learning process where the role of the tutor has been more central in conducting learning to the 
student (Ozer, 2020; OECD, 2020). On the other hand, the Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated 
a process of rethinking education, emphasizing the relevance of socio-emotional learning and 
life skills in a set of values defined in the contemporary school system (curriculum, didactics, 
learning ecosystems, as in Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020). In this context, the VET system re-
quires a set of strategies to protect learning processes in both their technical and emotional 
spheres in a context where social distance has become an imperative and the apparent new 
normality. The role of tutors, as developed in the Cometa case here presented, will hence be 
essential to ensure the transfer of appropriate knowledge and skills to students in a labour mar-
ket that demands a high level of competence and efficiency. 

 Cometa VET centre: mission, method and target 
Due to a quite unique origin, Cometa VET school (Como, Italy) has always been developing 
its educational approach of Inclusive Excellence (Nardi et al., 2018), providing the students 
with high-quality professional skills, but carefully fostering their social and emotional skills. 
The main aim of this approach, designed for former early school leavers or kids at risk of social 
exclusion, has always been their integral human development. 

In particular for the early school leavers, the school has specifically developed a 2-years 
work-based training, called Liceo del Lavoro (LdL, Job High-School), providing the partici-
pants with an EQF3 certificate and a smoother transition to the job market. The specific target 
of this program, early school leavers, may have experienced problems in counselling and in the 
choice of their secondary level school after primary. Most of them show learning disabilities, 
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often not officially recognized, or complex familiar background which have affected their mo-
tivation, self-esteem, self-efficacy. A strong support is required, even psychological, to recover 
from school failures as well as to re-discover their own potential capabilities. They are usually 
16-19 years old and: 

 
● Did not complete first or second year in any secondary level school; 
● Did change school once or more times during the secondary level; 
● Did get an EQF2 education but their school history shows more than one failure; 
● Did attend but did not complete a high school program due to emerging difficulties. 
 
Besides the lack of professional skills, this target, more importantly, shows a need to foster 

motivation and soft skills to build self-awareness. A synthetic overview of this approach is 
shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 
Cometa Capability approach model 

 

 
 

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on Schnyder et al. (2019). 
 
Pursuing integral human development, for a complete agency, requires a deep empowerment 

of existing capabilities, which Cometa realizes through a model of intervention which can be 
described in 3 steps: 

 
• Encounter 
• Commitment 
• Accompaniment 

 Encounter 
The first step of the method is defined as “encounter” (Schnyder et al., 2019), to underline the 
expected significance of the moment for both the learner and the school staff, rather than a 
simple “interview”. This very first moment involves the Educational Coordinator of Cometa, 
in charge of the supervision of the different tutors and their plans personalized on every single 
learner. Beyond the collection of basic information, this dialogue aims at discovering the rea-
sons affecting the school pathway and causing the decision to drop out. Furthermore, it is an 
important moment to let the learners raise their own intrinsic motivation to start a new pathway, 
more importantly to detect extrinsic motivation including an obligation by parents. 

 Commitment and educational pact 
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The second step consists of activating the personal responsibility of the learners. During a sec-
ond meeting with the Educational Coordinator and the tutor, the learner is invited to become a 
protagonist of the educational pathway, accepting an active role in the different proposed train-
ing and educational initiatives, including their rules. An educational pact is formally signed as 
a symbolic beginning of learner’s commitment to this journey. The educational pact may in-
clude the family, if they represent a concrete support to the learner rather than an obstacle or, 
even, one of the problems causing their previous failures. 

 Accompaniment: tutoring and training 
Tutoring is an essential function during training. The tutor plays a crucial role in defining the 
personalized pathway of each learner, including not only professional skills but also human 
development and soft skills. The basic method is the personalization: it consists of the definition 
of a flexible pathway for every learner, based on character, needs, capabilities and learning 
styles, in order to make them succeed in their program. Every educational project has to be 
continuously re-adapted according to the reaction of the learner. Tutor’s activity includes many 
non-formal moments: dialogues, socio-emotional support, in order to help the learner in build-
ing a self-trust beyond professional goals. 

In the Cometa capability approach, the tutor represents the main actor for a successful sup-
port to learners. Every tutor is in charge of approximately 30-40 learners, although in the case 
of LdL, they are usually no more than 20. Their activity is organized in 3 main areas: 

 
• Educational care; 
• Mediation among school, family, trainers, companies and learner; 
• Supervision of the internship. 

 
Tutor’s activities are conducted mainly autonomously, however the weekly, or fortnightly, 

moments of coordination and supervision with the Educational Coordinator and the other tutors 
represent a distinctive element of Cometa approach. 

Tutors support learners during their training. Training in Cometa is based on the reality-
based learning process (Mele & Nardi, 2018; Bengo et al., 2018), an innovative learning ap-
proach adopted for all the different groups of learners but designed mainly for the LdL students. 
LdL learners are then involved in a real job experience in one of the 3 workshops-enterprises 
(called “bottega”), namely the Bottega del gusto (Taste), including a bar, a restaurant and a 
pastry shop open to the public. During the entire learning process skills are transmitted to the 
students. These abilities are divided into two big sections: (a) professional/ technical compe-
tences and (b) basic skills, such as abilities referring to the administration of the product and 
the process (languages, history, public speaking, etc.), and promotional skills (mathematics, 
science, economy, etc.). Soft skills are needed in every single moment during the learning pro-
cess. 

 The empirical analysis 
The survey used in this research is an original novel contribution developed by the Cometa 
institution applied to the tutors and students of the LdL. From this proposal, the intention is to 
offer a method capable to monitor the students' emotional performance during a two-year vo-
cational training program from the tutors' perspective. Additionally, part of the main goal of 
using an empirical perspective is to test the theoretical approach of capabilities of the institution 
reflected on the students results. From this perspective, based on the statistical results it will 
provide relevant information about the personalized monitoring of the students' learning 
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process, focusing not only on technical or intellectual knowledge but also on their emotional 
performance. 

This survey collects the perception of tutors and students in the classroom (as well as in 
professional practices) for following the development of skills and the emotional impact of the 
institution's treatment in the two years of training. The information captured is decomposed in 
four different waves from 2018-2020, where the questionnaire was applied during the begin-
ning of the first semester and after the first year of formation, and at the beginning of the third 
semester and the end of the final year of training. 

The opinions of the tutors described in this research were based on their perception of the 
performance of 15 LdL students aged 16-19. Anonymous survey was used to give specific at-
tention to the students during the learning process. Under this logic the tutors were able to 
follow the pupils' performance and based on the results of the different waves of the survey, 
they were able to focus on a particular extra task to foster the emotional skills of the students. 

Driven by the continuous development of emotional skills, from the information collected 
in the survey, tutors used the information reported by students and colleagues to understand the 
attitudes expressed and their performance, obtaining a better picture of the learning process and 
also allowing feedback with the student. 

In this study, only the results obtained from the four waves of the tutors' survey were taken 
into account. Six specific questions were included in this survey that allowed the 15 students to 
be followed continuously from one semester to the next. In this sense, the tutors answered in a 
percentage scale from 0 to 100 about the evaluation of the students' skills performance in 6 
different items of professional competences: a) time management; b) activity planning; c) au-
tonomy; d) level of motivation; e) self-control and f) recognition of emotions. Questions in-
clude: 

 
1. How do you evaluate the student's ability to manage working time? 
2. How do you evaluate the student's ability to plan activities? 
3. How do you evaluate the student's ability to perform a task independently? 
4. Regarding school activities, how do you evaluate the student's motivation? 
5. How do you evaluate the student's ability to self-control? 
6. How do you evaluate the student's ability to recognize their emotions? 
 
Using the six points identified in the questionnaire, this study offers the possibility of creat-

ing two groups of competencies focused on productivity and the development of social-emo-
tional skills. In further research, both indices will be subjected to an exploratory factorial anal-
ysis (principal component method) consisting of questions 1-3 for the case of the productive 
index and items 4-6 for the socio-emotional index (Jolliffe, 2002). 

With the statistical information obtained, it will allow us to select, group, and verify the 
students' competences from an empirical approach under a time horizon.  Besides using the 
preliminary results obtained from the survey, it will be possible to make certain inferences about 
the impact of the training process year after year, as well as the implications for the implemen-
tation of improvements in the application of the institute's approach. 

 Emerging results 
As mentioned in the previous section, the survey used has information about tutors and pupils. 
It is essential to state that Cometa follows the idea that not only the academic progress is im-
portant, but also the social and psychological improvements. Taking this into account , Table 1 
shows the average perceptions of the tutors respected to the students that belong to the program. 
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Table 1 
The average tutors' perception 

 Year 1  Year 2  
Period  t0 t1 t0 t1 

Statistic 
Mean 

(1) 
Mean 

(2) 
Mean 

(3) 
Mean 

(4) 
How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to manage working time? 47.0 61.2 65.5 70.8 
How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to plan activities? 41.7 61.2 65.0 72.3 
How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to perform a task independently? 45.7 61.5 63.5 75.0 
Regarding school activities, how do you 
evaluate the student's motivation? 44.0 60.8 64.0 72.2 
How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to self-control?   36.0 60.2 55.5 69.0 
How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to recognize their emotions?      39.3 58.8 56.5 68.4 

Legend. The scale of the answers goes from 0 to 100. 
 
As mentioned, the survey has four waves of time. The first column shows the results of 

"Year 1" for the first period (t0); the second column presents the information for the "Year 1" 
second period (t1). The columns 2 and 3 show the results for the "Year 2" first and second 
periods (t0 and t1, respectively). The findings of Table 1 show an increase in the average of the 
tutor’s perceptions from t0 to t1 for Year 1. The same results are found in the case of Year 2. 

Table 2 suggests a significant improvement for all the items for the four waves. For instance, 
in the question: "how do you evaluate the student's ability to manage working time?" the aver-
age answer of the tutors were 47 for the first period of year 1, but in the second period of the 
same year, there is an improvement of the tutor's perception (61.2). For year 2, it is also an 
improvement in the perception of tutors. The mean increased from 65.5 to 70.8 (for period t0 
and t1 of Year 2). The rest of the items follows the same patterns. 
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Table 2 
The hypothesis of the tutors' perception 

Hypothesis Test of mean 
difference for 
the four waves 

Test of mean 
difference for 
the two waves 

of  
Year 1 

Test of mean 
difference for 
the two waves 

of  
Year 2 

Test H 
(1) 

p 
(2) 

H 
(3) 

p 
(4) 

H 
(5) 

p 
(6) 

How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to manage working time? 

42.055 0.008 7.545 0.018 5.749 0.043 

How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to plan activities? 

33.784 0.014 15.625 0.002 8.963 0.017 

How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to perform a task independently? 

21.288 0.040 12.479 0.004 12.030 0.008 

Regarding school activities, how do you 
evaluate the student's motivation? 

13.877 0.091 9.804 0.009 3.556 0.096 

How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to self-control?   

11.329 0.129 20.151 0.001 8.176 0.021 

How do you evaluate the student's ability 
to recognize their emotions?      

59.793 0.003 16.260 0.002 18.831 0.002 

Legend. ** The scale of the answers goes from 0 to 100. H – Hotteling Test. 
 
To verify if the mentioned improvements are significant, we applied the "Hotelling" test. 

The first null hypothesis assumes that the means for the four periods are the same (see columns 
1 and 2). As we can see in Table 2, the null hypothesis is rejected, suggesting that the improve-
ment is statistically significant (except in two items, "Regarding school activities, how do you 
evaluate the student's motivation?" and "How do you evaluate the student's ability to self-con-
trol?"). 

Then, we proceed to test if the improvement of the items is significant within the periods of 
each year. The null hypothesis is if the mean of period t0 is the same as the mean of period t1 
for year1, the same for the second year. The results are shown in columns 3 and 4 for year 1. 
As can be seen, the results suggest that the improvement in the tutors' perceptions from the 
period (t0) to period (t1) is significant for Year 1. In the case of Year 2 (columns 5 and 6), only 
one item is not significant "Regarding school activities, how do you evaluate the student's mo-
tivation?" but the rests of the items follow the same results as year 1. 

In conclusion, the items that capture the tutors' perception in terms of social and psycholog-
ical skills have improved during the time that students have attended the institute. Only one 
case, "Regarding school activities, how do you evaluate the student's motivation?", the im-
provement of tutors' perception is not significant (for the four waves of periods and for year 2). 
This analysis was also developed for the case of the student's perception. However, we did not 
find a conclusive result, although they show similar trends. In other words, the average of the 
perception of the students has increased, but the improvement is not significant. It might be 
because of a lack of understanding of the questions of the students1. 

 Conclusions, policy implications and future research 
This research offers an overview on a current project aiming at exploring the role and the impact 
of tutoring activities on the development of professional, social and emotional skills in a 

 
1  It is a limitation of the study. However, we will work in this shortcoming for future research. 
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specific target group of former dropout learners. Cometa VET school has implemented tutoring 
since its beginning in order to activate learners’ agency through skills empowerment: tutors 
play a quite innovative role, which combines several existing ones, including teaching assistant, 
coach, counsellor, pastorale care. 

The analysis conducted on a sample of learners attending an ad hoc 2-years program for 
dropouts (called Liceo del Lavoro, LdL) shows a statistically significant impact of tutoring 
service on learners’ emotional and productive skills. Surveys have been collected in 4 different 
waves, the first one at the beginning of the program (September 2018) and the last one before 
graduation (June 2020); they have been addressed to tutors and learners. The surveys by the 
side on tutors confirm positive results, nevertheless we find a bias on the student's perception 
reported probably because of a misunderstanding of the questions related with the answers re-
ported (overestimating the positive results), in this sense the current paper discusses and present 
only results on tutors’ survey. 

Bearing in mind that this article focuses only on the study of the tutor's perception of the 
students' results and does not take into account the student's perception and the grades obtained, 
this obviously opens up different questions regarding the validation of the answers presented in 
this paper. However, recognizing these limitations, the results presented allow to approach in a 
specific way the role of the tutor in a learning system that links the development of the social-
emotional skills, since it is the tutor himself the competent entity that allows to identify this 
process of emotional development in an intertemporal way beyond the grades obtained at the 
end of the course or the own evaluation of the student. 

The results presented are a starting point for the study of the development of social-emo-
tional skills and their reflection in technical skills, as well as their impact on labour insertion. 
In this article, despite the possible biases in terms of the qualification estimated by the teachers 
on the students, in subsequent works, we will seek to complement it with statistical evidence 
taking into account the grades obtained from the students, the evaluation of within the learning 
process in the workplace or company, to expose results linked to the reflection of the VET 
system in the labour market. By the other hand, it is worth noting how students’ perception 
appears slightly decreasing in the last months, mainly due to the Covid emergency and its im-
pact, also psychological. 

 The next steps of the research will focus on analysing existing correlations between stu-
dents’ and tutors’ answers to similar items; the trends across the time-window will be also taken 
into account. After collecting information on learners’ placement after graduation, the research 
will also identify potential clusters of items, in order to highlight indexes which may be relevant 
not only for the scientific debate but also for educational implications. 
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Abstract 
The paper seeks to explore the impact AI and automation have on vocational occupations and 
skills and to examine what that means for teachers and trainers in VET. It looks at how AI can 
be used to shape learning and teaching processes, through for example, digital assistants which 
support teachers. It also focuses on the transformative power of AI that promises profound 
changes in employment and work tasks. The paper is based on research being undertaken 
through the EU Erasmus+ Taccle AI project. It presents the results of an extensive literature 
review and of interviews with VET managers, teachers and AI experts in five countries. It asks 
whether machines will complement or replace humans in the workplace before going to look at 
developments in using AI for teaching and learning in VET. Finally, it proposes extensions to 
the EU DigiCompEdu Framework for training teachers and trainers in using technology. 

Keywords 
AI; occupations; tasks; teacher education; VET 

 Introduction 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) can be defined as a system that has been designed to interact with 
the world in ways we think of as human and intelligent. Ample data, cheap computing and AI 
algorithms mean technology can learn very quickly. The transformative power of AI cuts across 
all economic and social sectors, including education (UNESCO, 2019). A European Joint Re-
search Council policy foresight report (Tuomi, 2018) suggests that "in the next years, AI will 
change learning, teaching, and education. The speed of technological change will be very fast, 
and it will create high pressure to transform educational practices, institutions, and policies." 
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They say it is therefore important to understand the potential impact of AI on learning, teaching, 
and education, as well as on policy development. 

The questions that arise in this context are: What impact does AI have on vocational occu-
pations and skills? And what does that mean for the teachers and trainers in VET? These ques-
tions are addressed by project partners from five European countries in the Taccle AI project. 
The answers to these questions should help in identifying which competences and skills teach-
ers and trainers need to have in order to prepare (young) people for an AI-based working envi-
ronment. 

The following section outlines the potential influence AI can have on Vocational Education 
and Training and thus forms the basic framework of this paper. The third section describes the 
methodological approach used to answer the research questions. In the following sections the 
results are presented. Sections four and five are mainly the result of the literature research. With 
these findings and the interviews, the European DigiCompEdu framework was extended in sec-
tion six. 

 The potential impact of ai on vocational education and training 
There are basically two dimensions of how AI can affect vocational education and training. AI 
can be used to shape the learning and teaching process, through for example, digital assistants 
which support the teacher in teaching in the classroom. AI can undertake administrative tasks, 
freeing teachers for more time supporting learners. In the school context, there could also be 
AI-based learning data analysis (Learning Analytics), AI-based individualised learning offers 
(Adaptive Learning) or AI-based assessment systems (mmb Institut, 2020). Regardless of their 
specific design, these applications would change learning and teaching. 

Another impact for vocational education and training is that the transformative power of AI 
promises profound changes in employment and work tasks. For VET the greatest implications 
of AI lies in the changing tasks and roles within jobs, which require changes in initial and 
continuing training for those in work as well as those seeking employment. 

Figure 1 
Potential impact of Artificial Intelligence on Vocational Education and Training  

 
 
Artificial intelligence can, therefore, enter vocational education and training in two funda-

mental ways (Figure 1). Firstly, AI-based tools for teaching and learning can be used in the 
classroom.  On the other hand, AI can be addressed as a consequence of the increased use of 
technology in business and industry in the classroom. AI technologies are discussed in schools 
in a practical or theoretical way to prepare young people for an AI-based working environ-
ment. 
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 Methodology 
Based on the potential impact of AI on VET a thematic mapping was developed along which 
the literature research took place. The two possibilities of how AI can influence vocational 
training were investigated more deeply in the literature research, taking keywords into account. 
The guiding question for the literature research was what impact AI has on VET. More specif-
ically, we asked: What impact has AI on Vocational Occupations and Skills? Which AI-based 
tools could be useful to support teaching and learning processes? Which are their characteris-
tics? How could VET schools/centres training-offers and activities be updated in view of a 
world of work based on artificial intelligence? The string “Artificial Intelligence OR AI” was 
combined using the Boolean AND with the following keywords which are related to the aim of 
the study: “Vocational Education and Training”, “New World of Work”, “Smart Factory”, 
“Skills”, “Competences”, “Teaching and Learning”, “Learning Analytics”, “Digital Assess-
ment”, “Intelligent Tutoring Systems”, “Adaptive Learning”, “Pedagogical Agents, School 
Management Systems”, “Smart Learning Environments”; “Adaptive Learning”, “Employment 
and  Labour Market”, “Ethics”, “Learning Management Systems”. The project partners have 
basically limited themselves to literature published in the last ten years. However, if there was 
relevant literature outside this time window, it was included. Due to the explorative nature of 
the review, the research was not restricted to the most significant databases for searching rele-
vant papers regarding educational research (i.e., Scopus, ERIC, Web of Science, Emerald, 
Springer, Taylor & Francis Online, Oxford University Press). The research was also expanded 
to institutional and European projects reports (e.g. Erasmus + projects), and grey literature. In 
order to ensure quality, peer-reviewed papers and journal papers were preferred. As mentioned 
before, since there are relatively fast changes and technological innovations in the field of AI, 
non-peer reviewed reports, internet articles or other sources were used to include current per-
spectives. In conclusion, while this overview is not exhaustive, a concerted effort has been made 
to identify and include peer-reviewed and grey literature, policy reports, and expert research 
reports that would be of interest to teachers or trainers on the subject. Contributions which did 
not address the research questions (e.g. history of AI, technological details of AI, etc.) were 
excluded from the review. 

Parallel to the literature research, the project partners conducted explorative country case-
studies (Luo, 2015) through semi-structured expert interviews to explore the perspectives and 
experiences of the respondents in AI and VET. According to Meuser and Nagel, experts are 
those persons who are themselves part of a field of action. The status "expert" is always rela-
tional to the research topic and is awarded by the researchers (Meuser & Nagel, 2009). Two 
groups were interviewed. One group consisted of vocational school teachers, trainers or other 
persons who practice in vocational education and training. The other group consisted of people 
from the field of artificial intelligence and development. The semi-structured interview method 
made it possible to discuss topics within the framework of AI and VET which were not included 
in the interview guidelines. The interviews were analysed in order to highlight best practices 
implemented by interviewees in AI in VET. 

 Artificial intelligence and employment, the labour market and society 

This section will explore the implications of AI for the changes of employment, labour market 
and work by focusing on the changes of skills and competencies. 

 Will machines complement or replace humans in the workplace? 
Literature on the implications of AI for work and employment distinguish between the replace-
ment of human workers and the use of AI to assist human performance. 

Schwab and Nadelia (2018) claim that there is a lack of information on how machine learn-
ing algorithms are functioning and how they reflect existing social changes. AI will transform 
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work tasks but will not make human activity completely obsolete. With a few exceptions, only 
parts of jobs can be completely automated. Susskind and Susskind (2015) criticize such “opti-
mistic” thinking about limitations of AI in automating jobs based on the belief about the inabil-
ity of AI to replicate human brains and consciousness (AI fallacy). They claim that “increas-
ingly capable machines (whether using AI, Big Data techniques or techniques not yet invented) 
will arrive at conclusions and offer guidance that in human beings we would regard as creative 
or innovative.” In discussing the potential of technologies and AI to replace human activities 
(including education), they focus on three main questions: 

 
1. What is the new quantity of tasks that have to be carried out? 
2. What is the nature of these tasks? 
3. Who has the advantage in carrying out these tasks? 

 
Tuomi (2018) differentiates the implications of AI for work by distinguishing between the 

level of operations, the level of actions and the level of activities. At the level of operations, 
the AI augments and complements them by increasing the efficiency and effectiveness of cur-
rent ways of doing things. At the level of actions, AI replaces, substitutes, and automates actions 
that were previously undertaken by humans, whereas at the level of activity, AI transforms the 
motivation of persons to perform certain activities, making current activities and specializations 
redundant and obsolete. The McKinsey report (2018) indicates that by 2030 there can be ex-
pected to be significant transitions accompanying automation and AI adoption – changing the 
mix of occupations, skill and educational requirements. Around 3 percent of the global work-
force will need to change occupations by 2030. Occupations made up of physical activities in 
highly structured environments or in data processing or collection will see declines. Growing 
occupations will include those with difficult to automate activities such as managers, and those 
in unpredictable physical environments such as plumbers. Occupations that will see increasing 
demand for work include teachers, nursing aides, and technical and other professionals. Re-
search literature indicates that current ICT systems show increasing ability in language, vision, 
movement and even reasoning. “IT capabilities that have been demonstrated in research settings 
could provide the reasoning, vision and movement skills required in most current jobs, only for 
language skill does the analysis suggest that a substantial number of current jobs have skill 
requirements that clearly outstrip the IT capabilities demonstrated in research literature. (…) 
Occupations representing 82 percent of current employment will be potentially vulnerable to 
displacement by IT over the next few decades” (Elliott, 2017, p. 604–624). Demand for physical 
and manual skills and for basic data input and processing will decline, while growth will be 
strong in demand for interpersonal skills, creativity, and empathy. Advanced IT skills and pro-
gramming alongside complex information processing skills will also see a surge in demand. In 
highly automated plants, the software is the interface for all technical solutions. In this case, all 
tasks, especially service, maintenance and repair, have been structured around software tasks. 
Highly qualified technicians are necessary to maintain this software, while programming is left 
to the engineers (Spöttl et al., 2016). 

Digital Taylorism allows lower skilled workers to execute “automated” complex tasks, 
which previously required higher skills. In the McKinsey survey, 40 percent of companies de-
scribing themselves as extensive adopters of automation and AI expect to shift tasks currently 
performed by high-skilled to lower-skilled workers. This is also related to the emergence of 
new middle-skilled, “new-collar” jobs. For example, registered nurses and physician assistants 
now do some of the tasks that primary care physicians once carried out, such as administering 
vaccinations and examining patients with routine illnesses. 

There is also seen to be a “liberating effect” of AI in different work processes, for example, 
AI driven educational systems complement teachers, so teachers with the help of AI can focus 
on the teaching and mentoring that cannot be automated through AI. Hirsch-Kreinsen and 
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Ittermann (2017) claim that automation and the increasing flexibility of production (where AI 
contributes) help to optimize value chains and to develop business models based on the highly 
intensive involvement of customers. It can lead to an improvement of the quality of work and 
better opportunities for human-oriented shaping of work organisation, as well as a better fit 
between work and private life. 

 The skills and competences needed in the age of artificial intelligence 
Research literature identifies a range of implications of AI for skills needs (McKinsey, 2018): 

 
1. Demand for advanced technological skills such as programming will grow rapidly. There 

is also a lack of sufficient understanding of technologies to lead the organization through 
the adoption of automation and AI. 

2. Increasing demand for key skills and competencies: social, emotional, and higher cogni-
tive skills, such as creativity, critical thinking, and complex information processing, basic 
digital skills. 

3. Demand for physical and manual skills will decline but it still will remain the single larg-
est category of workforce skills in 2030 in many countries. 

4. There are expected declines in the need for basic cognitive skills, particularly the basic 
data input and processing skills used by data entry clerks and typists and in a range of 
back-office functions. 

 
The application and development of AI based technologies challenges the traditional bound-

aries of disciplines, knowledge and competence areas. For example, the application of sensors 
and the networking of cybernetic-physical systems (CPS) increase productivity but at the same 
time require interdisciplinary individual and collective competences that integrate knowledge 
and skills from the fields of machinery production, electronics and information and communi-
cation technologies (Gorldt et al., 2017). Such erosion of the disciplinary and occupational 
boundaries of competence is also enhanced by changing industrial production, including virtu-
alisation, individualisation and flexible production processes as well as the integration of digi-
tal, virtual and real dimensions of production processes and the increasing transparency of the 
production processes (Gorldt et al., 2017). 

Decentralized intelligence linked to Industry 4.0 provides skilled workers with increased 
volume of data needed for the performance and management of different work processes.  
Maintenance still requires traditional manual skills as well as the mastering of SPS, robotics, 
pneumatics, hydraulics, etc. These, however, are no longer sufficient. Simply amending occu-
pational profiles will not be enough. The authors of the Bayme VBM study (Spöttl et al., 2016) 
call instead for a systemic shift to work process orientation in the design of occupational pro-
files. Maintenance processes will be based on informatization. Occupational and advanced 
training profiles must focus on these central developments. The Bayme study (Spöttl et al., 
2016) claims that if the future development of production technologies will focus on assis-
tance/support systems and if skilled workers at the shop-floor level are given the chance for co-
shaping, Industry 4.0 can be used as an “assistance system”, where skilled workers and techno-
logical applications would thus control and influence one another, whilst decision making 
power remains in human hands. At the same time, skilled workers have to deal with increasing 
demands in terms of interpreting system data. Analytic capability and thinking in networks are 
prerequisites in order to deal with abstract information and to gain a swift overview of the pro-
duction process. 

AI cannot replace skilled workers in the automated control of production plants, where 
skilled workers execute such tasks as troubleshooting, assessing damage and analysing causes 
of faults. Skilled workers remain important decision makers, controllers, maintenance 
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operators, co-shapers and experts in many work processes, such as maintenance of production 
systems and equipment. 

 Vocational education and training in the age of artificial intelligence 
The development and deployment of Artificial Intelligence has profound implications for vo-
cational education at a number of different levels including the organisation of VET, the cur-
riculum for VET subjects and occupations, teaching and learning in VET and the role of VET 
teachers and trainers. 

According to Susskind and Susskind (2015), AI helps to transform the education process by 
making it more flexible and individualized. In the following section, examples are given of how 
AI technologies can be used in the VET learning contexts. Afterwards, the influence of AI on 
the VET curricula is discussed. 

 Using AI in provision of vocational education and training 
An Intelligent Tutoring System (ITS) is defined as an IT tool capable of helping a student in 
the same way (or almost) as a human tutor. Specifically, the functions it should perform are the 
following: 

 
• presenting learning contents; 
• evaluating the efficacy of student learning process (what and if the learner is learning); 
• promoting learner motivation; 
• helping learners to cope with difficulties, to bridge learning gaps by getting examples and 

extra explanations. 
 

An excellent ITS can interact with the learner through instant feedback, on-demand, corre-
sponding to the requests, appropriately to the situation. To answer students' questions, it is also 
able to store, represent and retrieve information (Jia, 2015). 

ITS were being used by the 1970s, a period in which the potential offered by AI was small 
compared to today. The development that AI has seen in recent years has fostered its use for 
particular purposes in the context of ITS. In particular, it has been used for generating adaptive 
feedback, hints or recommendation, defining, classifying and updating the student diagnosis 
model, for student evaluation, for presenting adaptive learning material or content; and for 
adapting navigations of learning pathways (Mousavinasab et al., 2018). 

ITS, in general, has been recognized as an effective method by several studies. In particular, 
a meta-analysis conducted in 2016 of 50 studies revealed an effect size of 0.66 (Kulik & 
Fletcher, 2016). According to the literature, ITS are widely used in schools and universities 
(especially for STEM and for the medical sector) but empirical research on ITS effectiveness 
in VET were not found. 

A smart classroom is a physical learning room equipped with sensor technology. The data 
collected via sensors, e.g. with microphones or cameras, are used by humans or AI systems to 
provide learning assistants, tools or strategies for the learners (Southgate et al. 2019). A smart 
classroom should support the teacher in teaching in order to make learning more effective for 
the students. 

The special thing about a smart classroom is that the learning environment is context-spe-
cific. This means that the learner's environment is recorded (for example, using sensors) 
(Southgate et al., 2019). Individual support can be offered to the learners based on the data 
collected. It is also possible to adapt the way information is presented to personal learning pref-
erences. Smart classrooms are therefore ideally context-specific, adaptable and personalisable 
(Hwang, 2014). In Germany, the Technical University of Kaiserslautern and the German Re-
search Center for Artificial Intelligence are working together on a smart textbook for tablets. 
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With the help of the smart textbook "HyperMind"1, individual learning should be made possi-
ble. For example, an eye-tracker is installed under the display. This enables the eye movements 
of the students to be recorded and identifies where reading is slower or something is repeated. 
This activity detection can be used as an indication that a student could use help or additional 
information at this point. The student can then be provided with individual content. The smart 
textbook is also intended to help teachers to shape the learning process. For example, the data 
collected from the students can be used to train an AI. In this way, learning behaviour can be 
analysed (Learning Analytics). In China, smart classrooms are already more widespread. In 
2018, a Chinese school made the headlines by filming students in class and using AI to evaluate 
whether they followed the lessons2. If facial recognition detected that a student was mentally 
absent, the teacher received a push notification on his or her mobile phone. Whether the focus 
here was on the learning success of the students and not on monitoring was much discussed in 
the media. So, in the case of smart classrooms, as with all applications, dual-use must be dis-
cussed and it must be determined whether the positive effects of use outweigh the negative and 
how these can be promoted in contrast to negative consequences. This example suggests the 
need to update the five ethical key issues highlighted by James (2009) in "Young people, ethics, 
and the new digital media": identity, privacy, ownership and authorship, credibility and partic-
ipation. 

Learning Analytics (LA) has been defined as “the measurement, collection, analysis and 
reporting of data about learners and their contexts, for purposes of understanding and optimiz-
ing learning and the environments in which it occurs” (SOLAR, 2011). It can assist in promot-
ing personalized learning and enable adaptive pedagogies and practices (Johnson et al, 2014). 
There are a number of research and development projects around recommender systems and 
adaptive learning environments. LA is seen as having strong relations to recommender systems 
(Adomavicius & Tuzhilin, 2005), adaptive learning environments and intelligent tutoring sys-
tems (Brusilovsky & Peylo, 2003), which are increasingly being adapted for vocational educa-
tion and training. Apart from the idea of using LA for automated customisation and adaptation, 
feeding back LA results to learners and teachers to foster reflection on learning can support 
self-regulated learning (Zimmerman, 2002). In the workplace sphere LA can be used to support 
the reflective practice of both trainers and learners “taking into account aspects like sentiment, 
affect, or motivation in LA, for example by exploiting novel multimodal approaches may pro-
vide a deeper understanding of learning experiences and the possibility to provide educational 
interventions in emotionally supportive ways” Bahreini et al., 2014). 

The use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) within assessment tools supports assessment and eval-
uation through automated grading and feedback, including a range of student-facing tools, such 
as intelligent agents that provide students with prompts or guidance when they are confused or 
stalled in their work. Such tools are increasingly being embedded in popular online learning 
applications like DuoLingo. The development of Natural Language Processing (NLP) allows 
the digital assessment of open questions and texts, as well as other forms of questions like 
sentence completion or filling in missing words which research suggests are more effective 
forms of assessing learning (Jacoby, 1978). Digital Assessment is not only important for provid-
ing formative feedback to students but allows teachers an evaluation of student understanding 
and engagement, helping them to focus teaching on supporting learners with things they may 
not easily understand. 

 
1  https://www.uni-kl.de/uedu/arbeitsfelder/unterrichtskonzepte-af1/hypermind/  
2  https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/05/17/chinese-school-uses-facial-recognition-monitor-student-at-

tention/ 
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 Integration of AI into the design of work-oriented curricula 
The current re-design of a curriculum is a complex educational and training oriented activity. 
In some European Countries also VET teachers and trainers are also involved in this process 
and take an active role. It has to cover the professional work and learning tasks of an occupation 
in all its dimensions: work process knowledge covered in practical work skills from the work 
process in the company but also more explanatory in depth and/or reflexive knowledge which 
could be addressed more clearly in a VET school or special course 

For actual, advanced and timely curricula, work process changes are the basic impulse to 
form new vocational learning programmes which include work and learning tasks (WLT). Cur-
ricula are a key framework to say what kind of technical and organisational skills are to be 
followed and which of the learning tasks get priority and in which order they can be grouped 
and systemised. The skills spectrum starts from beginners’ tasks, advanced beginners’ tasks, 
advanced tasks and very advanced expert tasks (Rauner & Haasler, 2009). In principle, several 
curriculum structures can be distinguished (Arnold, Lipsmeier & Ott, 1998). The so-called 
learning arena curriculum is one possible option under different curriculum designs to deal with 
AI in VET, while it prepares well for more student cantered learning and project orientation 
(Boreham & Fischer 2009). The developments in the world of work in the AI era can thus also 
be found in the facets of the learning field concept as an advanced option for a work process re-
orientation of the curriculum, through: 

 
• the multidimensional project topics, 
• by addressing of professional, organizational and social skills, 
• the direction towards operational work processes, company work task and business ori-

entation, 
• the orientation towards systematic, holistic training processes by by real problem-oriented 

settings for team building and forms of stronger cooperation and communication (De-
itmer & Heinemann, 2010; Deitmer, 2019). 
 

The design criteria for such a curriculum can be summarized as follows: 
• Work Practise based curriculum are a good option in the context of AI system applications 

because disruptive change will have a massive effect on the design and content of differ-
ent technical, social and business occupations. 

• Curriculum changes occur from the industrial labour market which will threaten low 
skilled jobs but on the same side will enhance existing non-routine job tasks such as to be 
found in different occupations, for example industrial electronic and mechatronic occu-
pations. 

• The curricula can cover all learning places: company, training centre, vocational educa-
tion school. 

• Curricula follow an open content approach which is demonstrated by a continuous open-
ness to new knowledge like new AI tools; system elements and methods. 

• The Curriculum supports the integration of different kinds of knowledge domains, prac-
tical experience and theoretical knowledge gained by implementation of AI devices into 
real production facilities. 

• The framework of the curriculum gives direction for trainers and teachers in delivering 
them more freedom to organise high quality work and learning processes at different lev-
els for apprentices, trainees or students. 
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 The preparation of teachers for AI-based vocational education 
In order to be able to use AI tools in VET schools or to carry out AI projects, teachers must be 
trained and need knowledge about AI. Based on the literature and the interviews conducted, 
four new competence categories for teachers and trainers were developed: 

 
• Category 1: Awareness of the implications of AI for work and society 
• Category 2: VET curriculum design and development 
• Category 3: School-based and work-based vocational training 
• Category 4: Competence development of VET teachers and trainers 
 

These categories are to be understood as a supplement to the European Framework for the 
Digital Competences of Educators (DigiCompEdu) (Redecker & Punie, 2017). The existing 
DigiCompEdu Framework is directed at teachers at all levels of education and is intended to 
support them in the use of digital media in educational programmes. 

The DigCompEdu Framework aims to capture and describe educator-specific digital com-
petences by proposing 22 elementary competences organised in 6 areas. The competences are 
divided into further levels (A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2) so that teachers can determine their level 
of competence3. Area 1 is directed at the broader professional environment, i.e. educators’ use 
of digital technologies in professional interactions with colleagues, learners, parents and other 
interested parties, for their own individual professional development and for the collective good 
of the organisation. Area 2 looks at the competences needed to effectively and responsibly use, 
create and share digital resources for learning. Area 3 is dedicated to managing and orchestrat-
ing the use of digital technologies in teaching and learning. Area 4 addresses the use of digital 
strategies to enhance assessment. Area 5 focuses on the potential of digital technologies for 
learner-centred teaching and learning strategies. Areas 6 details the specific pedagogic compe-
tences required to facilitate students’ digital competence. In sum, the DigiCompEdu Framework 
is designed to be used in all sectors of education. 

 Nevertheless, VET is special. This is mainly due to the fact that technologies play a partic-
ularly important and dual role for VET teachers. On the one hand technology forms the subject 
of much vocational education and training in its use in different occupational areas. On the other 
hand, technology is a means of delivering VET.  The acquisition of digital competences is cer-
tainly an important first step towards being able to deal with new technologies and to use them 
in a targeted and pedagogically valuable way. On this basis we suggest the following compe-
tences are adopted for the use of AI for teaching and the application of AI-based tools in voca-
tional education and training (Table 1 – Table 4): 

Table 1 
Awareness of the implications of AI for work and society 

No.  Category 1: Competences 
1.1 To identify the main changes in work processes due to the use of AI. 
1.2 To identify and discuss the implications of AI for skills and knowledge needs in the 

work processes. 
1.3 To explain the implications of AI for the vocational education and training systems and 

their reform and development. 
1.4 To explain the implications of AI for the design, provision and award of qualifications 

within all occupational profiles within important domains such as technical production, 
construction, health, trade, social and agriculture. 

 
3  DigiCompEdu Check-In https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/runner/DigCompEdu 
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Table 2 
VET curriculum design and development 

No.  Category 2: Competences  
2.1 To facilitate open content in the VET curricula and the inter-disciplinary integration of 

vocational knowledge fields related to the implementation of AI technologies. 
2.2 To design VET modules and curricula for the attainment of competencies needed to 

work and learn with AI-based technologies. 
2.3 To adjust school-based and work-based training for the skills required for using AI tech-

nologies and solutions in work processes. 
2.4 To apply AI solutions (e.g., learning analytics) for the design and implementation of 

VET curricula or modules. 
 

Table 3 
School-based and work-based vocational training 

No.  Category 3: Competences  
3.1 To prepare AI enhanced workplaces for the work-based learning; to install and /or adjust 

the AI augmented workplaces for learning purposes; to install and maintain smart class-
rooms for VET. 

3.2 To use AI-based tutoring systems in the training process; to apply “just-in-time” learn-
ing solutions enhanced by the AI in the work-based learning; to use Learning Analytics 
in the contexts of work-based learning and informal training.  

3.3 To use the AI applications for the engagement, recruitment and support of VET students 
and apprentices: e.g. to design and evaluate chatbot applications, smart tutoring systems. 

3.4 To support independent learning and competence development of students/apprentices 
in the field of AI applications in the work process by design and initiation of smart 
factory projects. 

3.5 
 

To use AI enhanced technological solutions for the effective communication between 
VET teachers and company trainers in new work-based learning activities. 

3.6 To use AI for development of multimedia learning materials and Open Educational Re-
sources for VET; to apply AI powered MOOC’s for vocational learning. 

3.7  To apply AI-enhanced solutions for the formative and summative assessment of work-
based learning. 

 

Table 4 
Competence development of VET teachers and trainers 

No. Category 4: Competences  
4.1 To identify the competencies needed for the teaching and training of trainers and teach-

ers on how they can enhance their capacity to apply AI in the work processes. 
4.2 To design and apply different kind of initial and formative training courses for teachers 

and trainers in order to deal with human centered AI solutions in their professional role. 
4.3 To apply AI solutions for the development of professional and pedagogical competen-

cies including course designs in different formats and arrangements: internal, MOOC, 
online etc. 

 
This framework aims to serve as a basis for further discussions between experts and re-

searchers on the implications of the digitalization and AI for the work, careers and competence 



40 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

development of VET teachers and trainers. It also provides initial guidance for the wider dis-
cussions about the new competence requirements of VET teachers and trainers, as well as new 
approaches to their competence development. 

Conclusion and Outlook 
AI is one of central factors in the technological and organizational transformations of work and 
learning. The changes in the work processes caused by the digitalization and AI significantly 
transform the VET curriculum design by strongly imposing work process orientation, learner 
centredness, interdisciplinarity and project logics. The same changes transform the learning and 
teaching processes in VET by bringing in different enhancing and supporting measures, such 
as Learning Analytics, Moocs and others. These transformations, in turn, create new require-
ments for the skills and competence of VET teachers and trainers for involving the AI related 
knowledge and skills in the curricula, using AI in the training and assessment practices, or using 
AI in developing the know-how and skills of teachers and trainers. 
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New Content Development for and by VET Teachers 
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Abstract 
The study was completed in the last year of a four-year content-development project aiming at 
new methodological solutions in the renewing content of VET. The concept of content devel-
opment in online collaborative learning and the presentation of research teacher training fea-
tures to the VETNET community were continuously implemented between 2016 and 2020. 
While expanding the possibilities of visual learning in the new learning environment, we sought 
methodological solutions for collaborative creation of micro-contents (Benedek-Horváth, 2016) 
in connection with advanced VET didactic concepts. Traditional student-teacher content in the 
triangle in the new networked learning environment is shaped by educational requirements that 
are dynamically driven by economic needs. It is during these years that the national VET system 
undergoes profound changes in its structure and content, in which the professions, their content 
and the teaching methods used are radically transformed. 

Keywords 
learning outcomes; micro contents; open content development; vocational teacher training 

 Introduction 
As it was presented in the previous VETNET events, the community content development 
model formed based on vocational teacher training can also be used successfully in curriculum 
development (Benedek-Molnar, 2016). Adapting community content development solutions 
can create an online collaborative learning framework (Benedek et al., 2018). Teachers and 
learners can have a significant potential for joint growth of micro contents related to learning 
units, and for examples of technological changes closely related to apprenticeship practice — 
traditional teaching, especially in the info-communication technology (ICT) environment, 
changes in the case of apprenticeships’ frame too (Benedek-Molnar, 2019). 

The theoretical background of our research is linked to the didactic features of VET and 
based on endeavours striving to shape the alternatives of traditional VET curricula in a learning 
environment determined by modern IT (Colons-Halverson, 2009). Today, in the digital world, 
there is a need to revisit the content and the methodology of teaching in the apprenticeship 
scheme. The rapid technological changes in the labour market convert the method and content 
of vocational education and training (VET) provision. Especially the teachers’ innovation skills 
have a unique position in progressive VET systems, mostly as the duration of online training is 
much more advanced technology-based than it was before. In this changing process, currently 
existing progressive elements (e.g. IoT, robotics and artificial intelligence, information tech-
nology solutions production and service systems). The new developments as the changes in the 
digitalisation, alternative energy structure, flexible manufacturing, broad application 
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biotechnology serve as mechanisms to create a modern continuously changing vocational struc-
ture, where the adaptive approaches are increasingly acknowledged, so the training content and 
methodology of transfer of knowledge became more practice-oriented, interactive and sup-
ported complex online solutions. 

In the VET content development, the rapidly changing elements also determined by techno-
logical and economic aspects, and the dynamics of the changes are challenging to be forecasted.  
We are ready to manage this kind of innovation within the rigid frameworks of the qualification 
systems and closed structures. New VET curricula in an ICT learning environment with stu-
dents’ participation means a potential change of content and methodology. The applied ICT 
solutions (open access to sources and application of Learning Management System (LMS), 
flexible management of micro-contents) is capable of transcending traditional, school- and 
work-based teaching. 

Our going on action research (2016-2020) a network of 12 VET institutions established (in-
tegrated into the project 142 teachers) to indicates the influences of new methodological initia-
tives. The interactive and collaborative teaching in an online learning environment focused 
VET’s learning units, creating a big set of micro-contents. These micro-contents elements, on 
the one hand, link to the learning units, on the other hand, represent the technological changing, 
new solutions, applications from the advanced practice. According to our efforts to develop 
Open Education Resources (OER) inside the project implemented between 2017-2020, we 
found that student participation offered high potentials for the innovation on the content and 
the methodology as well. Especially the impact of mobile ICT devices is related to new phe-
nomena — specific asymmetries developed between learners and teachers in the use of tools, 
activity frequencies (attention, patience, task concentration). 

 From learning outcomes to the micro contents 
Our model, based on the results of several learning content digitalising projects, was able to 
modify the teaching-learning paradigm presented above. Input factors are the descriptions of 
the Learning Outcomes describing to the requirements of the European Framework for Educa-
tion and Training. The output factors can arrange as the content development results elaborated 
by the teachers/students, which can present in the forms of micro-contents, case studies or prac-
tical problem solutions. This new vocational training concepts, from both side – inclusion the 
youth who are difficulties in the learning process and exclusion the able ones especially in point 
of view the professional activities - a personalised approach is generally applied. Apprentice-
ship training has a unique position in progressive educational systems, mostly as the duration 
of training form realising in work-based at the companies’ level. 

This paper describes the open-content development model implementation in the practice 
and summaries the main results and their potential impact for the vocational teacher education 
in the frame of the university. This study was completed in the last year of a four-year content-
development project aiming at new methodological solutions in the renewing content of VET. 
The concept of content development in online collaborative learning and the presentation of 
research teacher training features to the VETNET community were continuously implemented 
between 2016 and 2020. 

While expanding the possibilities of visual learning in the new learning environment, we 
sought methodological solutions for collaborative creation of micro-contents (Benedek-
Horváth, 2016) in connection with advanced VET didactic concepts. Traditional student-
teacher content in the triangle in the new networked learning environment is shaped by educa-
tional requirements that are dynamically driven by economic needs. It is during these years that 
the national VET system undergoes profound changes in its structure and content, in which the 
professions, their content and the teaching methods used are radically transformed. 

We use the bottom-up approach, the aim of our project was not only to develop competences 
to innovation to reduce the syllabus in VET and to dynamically modernise the curriculum. 
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Another essential pedagogical goal, stemming from the nature of the training, was to stimulate 
the motivation and interactive learning communication of VET students in the school practice 
environment. To do this, we considered the development of micro-content framing the multi-
modality, textual and mathematical presentation of open-ended tasks and questions in teacher-
student communication as a methodological task. Recently, in VET content innovation has been 
determined by digital transformation aspects (Beetham & Sharp, 2013), and the dynamics of 
change are challenging to be implemented into pedagogical practice. The new content develop-
ment is under complex transformation; traditional structures by central initiators are no more 
able to respond to local challenges (Nore, 2015) faced with this, the project-based learning 
environment is linked to the design process in teacher education through Learning Management 
System (LMS) services. 

In this structure, the study summarises the methodological features of the project and the 
advantages and disadvantages of the elements of the new methodology package developed in 
recent years. This background is provided by the technical university vocational teacher training 
base, which provides the conditions for the operation of the given research group, continuously 
integrating new solutions in the professional teacher training process. Another significant op-
portunity was provided by the intensive teacher in-service training program (involving 184 pro-
fessional teachers to date) has provided an innovation link between the two organisational com-
ponents. Related to this was the electronic curriculum development portals developed in the 
framework of the project, which resulted in methodological solutions to be introduced nation-
wide. Figure 1 shows the main interactions between the components of the open content devel-
opment system. 

Figure 1 
Construction interrelations of OCD development (own figure) 

 
 
After the first theoretical phase of our research (2016-2018), we started the elaboration of 

our methodological proposals. After prior professional discussions, the project website 
(www.ocd.bme.hu) support the teachers and students have joined our open content develop-
ment work into a referential database. We also planned to provide institutional access to the 
cloud services of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (HAS).  So, the pilot schools have 
achieved outstanding results in the partner school network, and thus support the storage of and 
access to the micro-content of the growing amount by up-to-date tools. To improve the students’ 
motivation we also undertook, with the involvement of our PhD students (5), to implement a 
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methodological development that allowed the preparation of new micro content within the app 
on mobile ICT tools and smartphones and making the relevant pictures with the camera of the 
phone. The innovative role of the teachers is well indicated by the fact that as a result of the 
methodological attitude changing impact of the OCD project, some of the school staff has 
started their methodological development. Within the renewed framework of the teacher train-
ing programs, we included the research results, embedded in a domestic and an international 
context, into the content of the subjects Education Methodology, System Theory and Digital 
Pedagogy; we strived to involve the students into the open online and interactive content con-
struction process. 

In Hungarian VET, however, in addition to the structural and quantitative deficiencies in 
learning materials and the qualitative challenges, one of the central motifs of our methodologi-
cal development aimed at putting content-based development into practice was to enhance stu-
dents’ attention and activity with the help of collaborative and short-cycle feed-backs and the 
possibility of horizontal communication. Geng Sun’s pioneer researches (Sun et al., 2016) drew 
attention to the fact that in the online environment and parallel with the changes in learning 
patterns, the development of the learning content is a crucial factor. The potential role of this 
process, micro-learning, lies primarily in the fact that the transmission of content, i.e., learning 
paths for the individual, be it the teacher or the student, may assure differentiated and flexible 
solutions in the task or project-oriented activities. 

A critical feature of our development planning for the online environment is the construction 
of micro-content, which, as an alternative to the traditional vertical educational communication, 
allows reliable and effective horizontal communication stepping by this out of the narrow 
frameworks of formal education that are rather regulated in space and time. The creation of 
content formed within the open online learning environment can be considered as innovation 
results that possess the essential features of openness precisely in the new ICT environment and 
owing to the technical tools used here. It differs from the closed system of traditional teaching 
materials. At the same time, the acquisition of experiential knowledge during the process of 
content development considerably reduces the risk that the more and more new elements of 
common knowledge necessarily bear pedagogical challenges, as well. 

Figure 2 
System of OCD model (own figure) 

 
 
According to our implementation of the new system (Figure 2), which is mostly applied by 

the vocational teachers, the educational adoption seems a new systematic innovation in the con-
tent development for the VET system. Owing to practical applications, we have already met the 
opportunities of micro-learning. Still, we do not know a methodology adapted to our learning 
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environment and especially to the teachers’ attitude to sharing our developed content. This 
learning innovation demands the creation of micro-contents and the establishment of the rele-
vance network between them. With the help of these, the traditional materials can be digitally 
reproduced on the displays of the mobile devices tailored to the size, and the inter-connections 
of the learning material can be introduced to the student in a similar way. The knowledge ele-
ments can be collected by collaboratively developed content, and by analysing these collections, 
the contents and structural quality of the whole learning material can be estimated. In the next 
period of our research, the personal knowledge element collections can be built from the ele-
ments of various resources. 

 Methods and practical implementation 
We use the bottom-up approach, the aim of our project was not only to develop competences 
to innovation to reduce the syllabus in VET and to modernise the curriculum dynamically. An-
other essential pedagogical goal, stemming from the nature of the training, was to stimulate the 
motivation and interactive learning communication of VET students in the school practice en-
vironment. To do this, we considered the development of micro-content framing the multimo-
dality, textual and mathematical presentation of open-ended tasks and questions in teacher-stu-
dent communication as a methodological task. In this structure, the study summarises the meth-
odological features of the project and the advantages and disadvantages of the elements of the 
new methodology package developed in recent years. This background is provided by the tech-
nical university vocational teacher training base, which provides the conditions for the opera-
tion of the given research group, continuously integrating new solutions in the professional 
teacher training process. Another significant opportunity was provided by the network of 12 
vocational training schools, which also tried to apply the new methodological results. An inten-
sive teacher in-service training program (involving 164 professional teachers to date) has pro-
vided an innovation link between the two organisational components. Related to this was the 
electronic curriculum development portals developed in the framework of the project, which 
resulted in methodological solutions to be introduced nationwide. 

The results of our survey have proved our hypothesis according to which one of the possible 
ways of increasing teacher activity is to offer, besides methodological support in learning the 
theoretically instant material in the increasingly accessible online learning environment, the 
possibility to join in the LMS. The new micro-contents, except for their different forms and 
topics, showed a significant potential for using them in the teachers’ preparation for their lec-
tures and practical work with students. Using the new set of micro-contents 2018-20120, we 
established an archiving system for distributing the result of content development; the next 
Figure 3 shows three-screen pictures about the teachers’ support MP (https://mikrotartalom.hu/) 
portal. 

Public thinking about pedagogy in many cases envisions somewhat schematic and archaic 
educational methods. The open mind identifies engineering sciences as rapidly changing 
knowledge, that is why sharing innovation practice and the fast adoption of new results in meth-
odological development is essential (Colons-Halverson, 2009). The recognition that the educa-
tional process, learning and teaching, had become a more and more open system was a signifi-
cant precondition of our research. Openness is partly related to a change in the attitudes as well 
as to the characteristic that has resulted from the spread and wide-range usage of ICT tools: 
learning can be taken as communication independent in space and time, in which most of the 
information is not included in closed body texts but series of image and media elements in 
specific choice algorithms. 
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Figure 3 
Micro-contents developed by vocational teacher students on Micropedia (MP) as a content 
archiving system/portal (own figure) 

             

 
 

We had a connecting recognition: after the millenary, collaborative learning environment 
supported with computers could create new conceptual frameworks for developing and trans-
mitting content in VET, as well. The analysation of this process has become a dominant re-
search trend only during the latest decade. Examining the theoretical background, Hod and Sagy 
(Hod-Sagy, 2019) referred to important empiric researches, as well, and warned that the new 
educational environment differing from traditional ones, requires new methodological ap-
proaches. These researches drew the attention to the fact that it was essential to understand the 



49 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

role of personally tailored methods and student activities and the creation of a motivational 
system connecting to these, which network environment offers excellent opportunities for. 

In terms of the opportunities offered by the new environmental impacts, several types of 
research examine primarily the pupils/students’ experiences relating to the virtual/online learn-
ing environment (Hamutoglu et al., 2019). The analyses aimed at the exploration of students’ 
content and learning preferences drew the attention to the fact that in an ICT environment ex-
treme interest appeared in content constructions in terms of which knowledge could be imple-
mented in the virtual learning environment, using new content constructions. These detections 
were in line with our activities during the initial phase of our researches when we intensively 
examined the attitudes of both teachers and pupils/students partly in terms of the new learning 
environment and partly in terms of active participation in open content development. 

Our previous researches were targeted at the digitalisation of teaching materials and the pos-
sibilities of their use in an online teaching-learning environment as topics that may open up 
enormous perspectives in the future. The pandemic, having evolved during the spring of 2020, 
put these ideas leaning back to a decade ago into use in the practical educational fields (remote 
teaching) at a more rapid pace than expected. It is also a reason why the model construction 
researches of Sun (Sun et al., 2020) and his peers that have become known during the latest 
years and examined the application of open education resources (OER) as learning content units 
in adaptive micro-learning situations are so valuable. 

Acquiring the methodology of online content development in general when we speak of open 
content development, and it allows local innovation within the frames of a complex regulatory 
environment, searching answers to the very same practical questions that teachers in the every-
day practice of VET try to find answers to. For this methodology, teachers’ and students’ ac-
tivity is a clue issue, and it supports its development in the online teaching and learning envi-
ronment using various forms of content development aimed at the learning units and at creating 
and using micro-content during the teaching process. 

 Conclusion 
According to our implementation of the new method, which is mostly applied by the vocational 
teachers, educational adoption seems a new systematic innovation in the content development 
for the VET system. The knowledge elements can be collected by collaboratively developed 
content, and by analysing these collections, the contents and structural quality of the whole 
learning material can be estimated. The next period of our research, the personal knowledge 
element collections can be built from the elements of various resources. Summing up the recent 
results, we can state: 

 
• Our basic idea was to provide a practical tool for new, medium-term research and imple-

ment the OCD model into the VET practice. In the process of applying the new platform 
and methods, designing online learning content element for the more comprehensive im-
plementation, we implemented a new online content developing a platform for teachers 
and students. 

• By this concept was formulating active student’s contribution as participation in the net-
work and access to information as well as to the software packages that we're able to 
interpret data, images and relations in various contexts, promoting cooperating and self-
organised learning. This concept, forwards innovative teachers' and student’s contribu-
tion, encouraged the innovation of the new VET content. 

• Owing to practical applications, we have already demonstrated the opportunities of mi-
cro-learning. This learning innovation demands the creation of micro-contents and the 
establishment of the relevance network between them. With the help of these, the tradi-
tional materials can be digitally reproduced on the displays of the mobile devices tailored 
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to the size, and the inter-connections of the learning material can be introduced to the 
student in a similar way. 

• The result of these activities integrated an original innovation model of OCD to establish 
a real open learning environment where the content development is stimulated by an in-
formal community network. The MP platform allows and demonstrates active teachers’ 
and students’ participation in the content development and sharing network and access to 
the micro-learning content packages that help to VET learning processes in various con-
texts. By this platform as a case of learning innovation, we succeeded to open the process 
of content development and make it possible for teachers and students to share new 
knowledge by collaborative work. 
 

It is impossible not to mention the limits. However, the research and development work done 
during the latest four years and the deep and complicated process of change going on in the 
Hungarian VET system urges our research group to provide a detailed professional picture of 
our researches done in terms of VET content development. Finally, an aspect related to the 
epidemic was included during the finalisation of this manuscript the beginning of summer 2020. 
The radical change is going on in the teaching and learning methods that exert a profound im-
pact on the traditions of education and teaching forced open system learning and content devel-
opment and transmission to implement forms of methodological innovation worldwide. In this 
process, our previous experiences and methodological results may serve as references in terms 
of the possibilities and the difficulties, as well. 
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Abstract 
In France, initial vocational education and training is mainly carried out by vocational high 
schools, and more rarely by apprenticeship. It plays an essential part in qualifying young people 
coming from disadvantaged backgrounds. However, it faces a lot of difficulties: low social 
recognition, high dropout rate, frequent gaps between training and jobs and high unemployment 
in some specialties at the entering of labour market. A new network of schools, the production 
schools, brings a renewed approach and bases its pedagogical model on a production situation 
for customers, summed up by the formula "learning by doing". This paper summarises a quali-
tative survey led in five production schools. Main results show that students in trouble with the 
mainstream school system regain a positive relationship towards training, through the respon-
sibility and recognition. But the study shows specific issues met by the production schools, 
especially the difficulty to find balance between production and training. 

Keywords 
production school; early school leaving; school form 

 Introduction 
Initial vocational education and training (IVET) plays an essential part in qualifying people. 
Depending on the country, there is a huge diversity of vocational pathways, from informal ap-
prenticeship to training inside schools. The French IVET model is mainly influenced by the 
general route of school. In most European countries, it is often seen as a relegation pathway for 
losers of the academic competition (Wolf, 2011; Palheta, 2012; Cedefop, 2014). Students in 
IVET are mainly young people who have not found their place in general education. The pro-
fessional track is supposed to prepare direct access to trades. Nevertheless, it encounters a lot 
of challenges: low social recognition, high dropout rate, and frequent gaps between training and 
jobs and high unemployment in some specialties at the entering of labour market (Billett, 2014; 
Cedefop, 2018). 

In France, the production schools ‘network offers an alternative to the main vocational in-
stitutions. This network presents itself in opposition to these institutions far from school, and 
closest to the world of work. We propose an analysis of this training model with the notion of 
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school form drawn from the work of Guy Vincent (1994). What does the production schools 
tell us about the school form, dominant in the vocational education in France (Pelpel & Troger, 
2001; Prost, 2004)? Is it a solution to reconnect disadvantaged young people to learning and 
social inclusion? 

In order to answer these questions, we will first locate PS in the context of initial vocational 
education and training in France. In a second step, we will present a survey of five PS in two 
different regions. A third part, devoted to the results of this survey, shows a main break with 
the school form by designing the school as a small firm that produces for a market. But our 
study reveals that this model remains at the margins of the French IVET which is deeply struc-
tured by the school form. 

 Theoretical framework 

 Vocational education: a poorly valued educational sector 
IVET is a specific sector of secondary education in France, with vocational high schools and 
apprenticeship training centres. It prepares to national diplomas, widely recognized within the 
framework of collective bargaining agreements. As such, it occupies a central place in access 
to the qualification at the level ISCED31 (CAP and baccalauréat2). For a minority of its stu-
dents, it opens up the opportunity of pursuing higher education, and thereby achieving higher 
levels of qualification (Brevet de technicien supérieur for example, which is a certificate for a 
two year higher education course in a technological subject). Apart from these latter cases, those 
are the skill levels corresponding to the occupations of employees and workers, that is to say 
the subordinate positions in the social relations of production, see Figure 1. 

This is one of the sources of the low value of the vocational sector in the education system, 
unlike the general track allowing to enter higher education. This relative devaluation is not 
specific to France. The very fact that international organizations advocate for an "esteem parity" 
between general education and vocational training indicates a fairly widespread hierarchy of 
training courses in secondary education all over the world (Cedefop, 2014). As a result, the 
vocational sector is often devoted to students with academic difficulties, particularly through 
orientation processes (Landrier & Nakhili, 2010). This function is a sign of the low social value 
of vocational education in France, compared to other countries such as Germany (Powell, Bern-
hardt & Graf, 2012). 

Students in vocational education are more likely to experience academic difficulties. They 
have frequently repeated a class when they begin vocational training: 75% of students entering 
the first year of CAP have repeated at least one year, against 11% of students entering the first 
class of the general pathway (DEPP, 2018). The scores obtained during the PISA assessments 
place students in IVET very much below other students (Bret, et al., 2016). 

 

 
1 Completed secondary education according to the International Standard Classification of Education 
2 Cf. Diagram 
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Figure 1 
Secondary education in the French school system 

 

 Relationship to knowledge and school form 
According to the point of view of students attending vocational pathways, their relationship to 
knowledge is more often directed towards a utilitarian conception of learning, or even a misun-
derstanding of the meaning of school knowledge (Charlot, Bautier & Rochex, 1992). They de-
preciate academic knowledge, judged to be too abstract and of no immediate use, in favour of 
different forms of promotion of "practice", considered as the unique source of legitimate 
knowledge acquisition (Jellab, 2008). In a way, we can say that students interpret their difficul-
ties in terms of relationships with the school institution as such: they generally develop a very 
negative view, first of all about the classroom through the theme of confinement, secondly about 
school time through the theme of boredom during class, and finally about the pedagogical rela-
tionship often described in terms of passivity ("listen to the teacher", "sit still"). 

This question of the relationship to the institution can be enlightened by the concept of school 
form, as it was developed by Guy Vincent (1994). According to this model, three dimensions 
are characteristics of the school form: a school space separated from the social world, a specific 
temporality not only at the level of the life cycle (the time of studies), but also of the year (the 
school year) and of the week (the timetable), and finally an educational relationship based on a 
conception of abstract knowledge divided into disciplines (Robert, 2013). 

The notion of “school form” has different designations, such as “school model” (Nóvoa, 
2006) or “grammar of schooling” (Tiack,  & Tobin, 1994). The definition of the last one is quite 
close to Vincent’s definition of “school form”: 

By the “grammar” of schooling we mean the regular structures and rules that or-
ganize the work of instruction. Here we have in mind, for example, standardized 
organizational practices in dividing time and space, classifying students and allo-
cating them to classrooms, and splintering knowledge into “subjects”. (Tiack & To-
bin, 1994, p.454) 
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Other authors, as Perrenoud, underline uniformity and stability of the space and time organ-
ization of the school work (2001). This stability seems to rely on the capacity to be an integra-
tive matrix: 

 If the grammar school is also a product of history, it appears – once established – 
as little modifiable in  its  ways  of  organising  teaching;  when  a  new  form  of  
instruction  is  introduced,  for example business  education,  it  is  in  the  form  of  
assimilation-integration  into  the  dominant  matrix, not  a material change thereof. 
(Robert, 2013, p. 191) 

While these characteristics are highly congruent with an academic conception of the pur-
poses of school, it is difficult to use them for institutionalized forms of vocational training, due 
to the fact that vocational training and education is explicitly oriented towards an aim which is 
external to the sphere of education that is the labour market. 

As comparative research has shown, some IVET systems are deeply institutionalized on the 
principle of tightening very strongly education, training and work very strongly, especially in 
Germany. In other contexts, initial vocational training is weakly institutionalized, as in Anglo-
Saxon countries (Powell et al., 2012; Verdier, 2013). In France, the academic school model is 
so influent in society that it has produced a strong impact on the IVET along history (Troger et 
al., 2016). This has resulted in a vocational sector largely dominated by the school pathway 
where professional training is provided mainly in the school. In this model, the pathway of 
apprenticeship is little developed, little valued socially and reserved for the most "traditional" 
trades (baker, hairdresser, etc.). 

 A newcomer in the vocational training landscape: the production schools 
It is in this context that PS appear in the landscape of initial vocational training. In fact their 
presence is old: called apprenticeship workshops, they appear in the late nineteenth century in 
the region of Lyon (Seeley, 1992) in the stream of social Catholicism. They have persisted in 
the margins of the system of initial vocational training system led by the state, as part of the 
very diversified training schools with a private status. But this presence of PS remained for a 
long time confined to the Lyon region, cradle of this training model. Since the 2000s, the net-
work has developed outside this region. Organised in a national Federation, it is seeking visi-
bility and institutional recognition, with some success. For example, in the region of the Pays 
de la Loire, five establishments have been created since 2017, and the PS officially became 
actors of the vocational training system through their recognition in the 2018 law. 

The principles of PS constitute an original response to the issues of the French IVET: 
 
• against the school / society separation characteristic of the school form, the PS offers a 

counter-model not only as a place of market production, but also as an establishment 
embedded in a local economic fabric, in particular by choosing to train on jobs with many 
vacancies; 

• on the issue of knowledge, the emphasis of the PS is explicitly placed on the practical 
knowledge, in situation, but also on the culture of the trade; 

• the pedagogical relation is clearly based on the old conception of apprenticeship, espe-
cially through the model of the trainer, called professional master (maître professionnel – 
PM in the following text), both professional model and incarnated figure of a trade cul-
ture. 

 
These principles have to be questioned in relation to their actual implementation. In partic-

ular, they do not tell us much about the students who are enrolled. But the PS are positioned as 
actors in the fight against early school leaving, and host students deemed “difficult”. 
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 Methods 

 An ethno-sociology approach 
A preliminary survey was carried out among 3 PS directors and 2 FNEP officials. We chose to 
carry out 5 monographs on schools in 2 different regions and covering a varied range of training 
specialities: in industry, landscaping, construction, automotive, electricity and the catering sec-
tor. 

Semi-directive interviews were conducted with PS directors, with master professionals (MPs 
in the rest of the text), with trainers of general subjects and with young people, i.e. a total of 37 
interviews. They focused on discovering pedagogical practices and characterizing the inter-
individual relations between internal (young people, trainers) and external (parents, educators, 
clients, partners) actors. Questions relating to the history and administration of the school were 
explored in depth with the directors of the schools. They were supplemented by interviews with 
pupils in order to study the relationship of young people towards training and PS. 

The conceptions resulting from the speeches are compared with the observations made dur-
ing immersions, which lasted 3 to 4 days in each school: sequences of theoretical and techno-
logical courses, production situations, more informal situations in the school premises during 
breaks. These observations are carried out by a researcher, not taking part in the action, and 
recorded in support of an observation grid. Attention was more particularly focused on the in-
teractions between the PM/trainers and the pupils (regulation of the activity, incidents, supports 
and teaching methods). 

 Production schools 
Production schools involved in this study present a variety of situations, due to their speciali-
zation, the locality and the relevant stakeholders. This heterogeneity induces specific charac-
teristics to each school but makes it possible to highlight the analogies that characterize the 
"production schools" model. Two types of structures are distinguished: independent schools 
and integrated schools. The former operates under associative status and are generally old, 
while the latter, more recent, are integrated into institutions (private educational institutions). 

Bégonia3. At the origin of this school, was an "apprenticeship workshop" created by a priest 
in 1882. Located in the south-east of France, this structure operates independently with an ex-
ecutive board composed of former students and business leaders. With more than 15 training 
courses in 3 different fields, Bégonia is the largest production school. Vocational diplomas are 
offered in industry (mechanics and machining), construction (carpentry and metalworking) and 
the automotive industry (mechanics and bodywork). Additional training is integrated into the 
school, like a preparatory class for vocational training and training in cabinet-making as part of 
lifelong learning. On average, the establishment welcomes 130 young people throughout the 
year, supervised by some forty employees, including 30 professional masters. 

Géranium. In the same way as Bégonia school and in line with the demand for labour from 
companies in an industrial district in a city of the south-east of France, Géranium was created 
in 1950. The school, which is independent, aims to provide professional training on industrial 
production equipment. Three diplomas are offered: the CAP for production plant operators, the 
vocational baccalaureate for machining technicians and the CQP4 for operator-adjusters on nu-
merically controlled machine tools. The school welcomes about forty students who produce 
alongside five professional masters (four of whom are former students of the school). Over the 
years, Géranium has established itself in the area. More than 150 companies of all sizes bring 
it orders with a wide variety of works in their destination: chemicals, jewellery, food, automo-
tive, construction, etc. 

 
3  Names have been changed to preserve the school anonymity. 
4  Professional Qualification Certificate 
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Azalée. The Azalée School restaurant is located in the centre of a wholesale market. With 
the aim of reducing school drop-out rates, the school opened its doors in 2016. The structure is 
affiliated to a psycho-education association but remains independent. The structure also has a 
Food Truck and a cafeteria in two other private schools. Two training courses are offered: a 
CAP in cookery and a CAP in service and marketing in hotels and restaurants. A workshop 
manager supervises five professional masters in the practical training of about twenty young 
people. Theoretical teaching is provided by 8 different trainers. Among these trainers are the 
director of Azalée and the president of the national association (who teaches philosophy 
courses). 

Eucalyptus. The first production school in Western France opened in 2013. Eucalyptus be-
longs to a private agricultural institution of the same name, which includes seven training sites 
within the same region. The school offers young people the opportunity to take a professional 
qualification and/or a CAP (since 2018) in one of the following trades: landscape gardener or 
building maintenance agent. The school's only client is the structure on which it is based. The 
educational team consists of three professional masters (two in landscaping, one in building) 
and two trainers in "transversal skills" who supervise between 25 and 30 young people. The 
establishment of the school in a school group requires a specific organization. Thus, classes are 
not given on Wednesday afternoons (no school bus) and young people have all the school hol-
idays (closed buildings). 

Iris. In a large Western city, the Iris engineering school has included a production school 
since 2017. Integrated into Iris’s vocational training centre, the school offers a single diploma, 
a CAP for the preparation and construction of electrical works. About fifteen young people are 
divided between the first and second years. Production is mainly carried out in the workshop 
with a workshop manager and two professional masters. Membership of the engineering school 
is promoted with outfits and toolboxes stamped "Iris". Core subject teachers are part-time em-
ployees or volunteers (as in previous schools). Finally, an educational coordinator is present in 
the premises to strengthen the link between the young people, the workshop, the parents and 
the Iris group. 

 Results 
The school form has widely affected the vocational education and training system in France. 
The production schools’ managers present their training model as a break with this school form. 
What does our study reveal about this? 

In some aspects, the production schools actually represent a break. Professionalization 
through production activity favours a "trade logic", conditioned by the investment of the eco-
nomic stakeholders. Therefore, the pedagogical relationship changes deeply compared to the 
school form. The young people we met in the production schools testify this change. They 
describe the learning activity in contrast to what they have lived at school: "[in middle school] 
it was always about the course, the course. [Here in a production school] we're already working. 
Finally, we do something with our hands" says Thibault. The difference between high school 
and production school is based on a change in physical posture: "It allowed me to evacuate a 
little rather than just sit in a chair. It was being able to let off steam, we'll say, it felt good to 
work. " (Luke). 

In addition, validation is no longer only carried out through professorial judgment, but is 
based on other external judgments, in particular from customers, suppliers or other profession-
als. This external validation is legitimized by the young interviewees: 

There is no headache. We're with the customers. It's not like we're in a high school 
where it's the teachers and all. There, people are... Sometimes there are customers 
who are a little upset and some others say: ‘Okay, this is your first year, I under-
stand.’ I like it. (Kevin) 
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This customer feedback shows the usefulness of the work done: "Customers are proud of us 
too. The smiles of customers are useful for the school" (Morgane). The client plays a dual role. 
On the one hand, he provides an external judgment that reinforces the trainer's educational and 
professional judgment.  On the other hand, he values the performance of the establishment, and 
consequently, the added value provided by the production made by the young people:"[it is 
useful] for us because we learn and for [the school] because we do the production" (Raphael). 

This model enhances the value of VET for its young people by distancing it from the school 
system. They mention in particular the dimensions of accessibility, listening and appreciate a 
new consideration. "I feel very valued," reports Doha. "They're nice to us. They're here to the 
end. They're coming with us. Compared to secondary school teachers, it's really better," Mor-
gane adds. 

This proximity requires an evolution of relational codes in regards to the school world: 
"teachers are familiar to them" (Theo), "we get along well with them. It's like they're colleagues. 
We have to respect them a little bit, that makes sense. But it's a bit like colleagues. We call them 
by their first names." (Ahmed). This proximity is not simply a rapprochement between two 
levels of a vertical relationship. It is described as the manifestation of a new organizational form 
for these young people: the collective of workers. "The difference in a secondary school and 
here is that you are a class and here we are a team" (Peter). The team refers to the group of 
peers, those with whom the work is done. 

So, the main visible break with school form seems to be pedagogical. Production schools 
provide a training model based on practice and the collective, unlike the school traditional 
school model based on abstract knowledge and individual evaluation. About the time charac-
teristic of the school form, the schedule of PS’s activities is based on the customers ‘demands 
and not on completion date of the school timetable. In addition, the framework welcomes the 
school activities: the room of production is the room of learning. This can be considered as a 
result of a more structural (or organisational) break: the school production inclusion into a local 
economic web that insures outlets for the school products or services, in opposition with the 
model of the closed school, impervious to external influences. 

However, this strength can turn into a weakness. To understand it, it is necessary to consider 
the diversity of the local implementations of production schools. One crucial point is the exist-
ence of a market for school products, and therefore the real possibility of basing the training 
model on a production intended for customers. This is the theoretical model of the production 
schools, but not all of them manage to realize it fully. Of the 5 establishment monographs, these 
are the oldest schools which have succeeded in making this "do-to-learn" model a reality, as 
well as a recent school based on a restaurant. But in other cases, the practice can be quite far 
from the model. For example, one of the production school of the survey offers training for 
landscaping, by landscaping activities inside the school group to which the production school 
is affiliated. We had the opportunity to watch other drifts of the model, as metalworking work-
shops where products of the students were thrown on scrapheap, because of a lack of customers. 
We also watched a certain permanence of the school form in the vocational teaching. For in-
stance, we observed a cook trainer giving a vocational course about seafood in the restaurant’s 
room. Young people were lined up in front of the trainer and its slide show. 

The production school model is very dependent on the local resources, but also to their man-
agers and trainers. The position of these staff members as economic stakeholders, trainers and 
sometimes even caseworkers, requires a militant commitment, particularly through the defence 
of the working group. Indeed, these structures are very dependent on the personal qualities of 
teachers and headmasters. Real-time production built a contextualized relation to knowledge 
(Jellab, 2008). The process of acquaintanceship within the school between teachers and stu-
dents, as well as externally with clients and suppliers, constitutes for the school the conditions 
for financial stability, practical training of young people and of their integration into the 
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territory. The difficulty of having all these conditions makes the balance of the model very 
precarious. 

Another limitation of the model lies in the public targeted. The PS are positioned as actors 
in the fight against early school leaving, and host students deemed "difficult". To date, there is 
no comprehensive statistical study of the public in French PS. However, the survey work on 
which this study is based made it possible to send a questionnaire to 234 students received by 
these institutions in September 2018. 93% are boys, in very predominantly industrial sectors 
(84% of the sample). On the school level they have often repeated a class, often come from 
specific tracks of the middle school (special education and pre-professional training: 27%). 
They often come from a working-class background. The qualitative survey also shows a large 
number of students with specific profiles (unaccompanied foreign minors, people with disabil-
ities, educational follow-ups, etc.). PS often host students who previously have dropped out of 
school. In the interviews, they express a strong rejection of the classical school form: "I said to 
myself I prefer to work, to be in the manual trade rather than sitting in class, listening ... I feel 
better here.” (CAP 1st year). Can we consider the PS as a pedagogical form transposable in the 
educational system, or is it simply a device for hosting students in great difficulty, definitely 
restive to any school form? Moreover, it seems that they constitute one of the many mechanisms 
welcoming part of the flow of pupils on the periphery of a system largely dominated by the 
school model, and ultimately, they ensure a certain stability to it. 

A last point shows that production schools can paradoxically contribute to the maintain of 
school form. It is the constant efforts of the national officials of the production school federation 
to recognise the production schools as part of the French education system. This implies the 
acceptance of a set of rules concerning the programs and more particularly the certifications. 
The production school is above all a way which leads to a qualification. It's "a training to get a 
diploma at the end [...] it's to put on my CV. Yes, to say that at least we have a diploma" (Au-
rélien). It was the "emergency exit" (Philippe) for those who did not find an apprenticeship 
place, in order to avoid "dropping out of school" (Guillaume). Most interviewees indicate a 
desire not only to obtain the CAP, but also to pursue studies towards the higher diploma (voca-
tional baccalaureate) or via a post-secondary certificate. The projection in the continuation of 
the study is based on the perspective of work/study program, in a more conventional school 
system. 

 Conclusion 
The production school model of training is characterized by a pedagogical approach based on 
a “trade logic”. Acting as a small firm, all stakeholders of the school have to be part of the 
producing process: students have to produce to learn and represent the school/company before 
customers, trainers also produce, etc. The production schools model of training represent a 
break with the traditional school form of the French school system. Its pedagogical-based per-
spective is collective and practical, it tries to avoid abstract knowledge and individual evalua-
tion. Nevertheless, this “break” with the dominant matrix of the school form is still limited at 
the institutional level. The production schools’ network tries to be recognised by the VET na-
tional institution and partially adapt the training with the view to enable students to take the 
national exams. At this time, most of the production schools are not able to offer a training 
beyond the lowest French VET diploma. Most of their students are looking for a job or pursue 
studies in more traditional tracks of apprenticeship. Finally, even if this model succeeds in mov-
ing away from the daily routine of the “school form”, it is caught up again by the institutional 
and social environment. 
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Abstract 
Further, Adult and Vocational Education (FAVE) is changing - in the need for new pedagogical 
responses to digitalization as well as programmes designed to help students acquire the 
knowledge, skills and experience necessary to prepare them for digitalization and the digital 
world. It is increasingly clear that FAVE teachers must develop new and different skills and 
perspectives. Programmes worldwide are responding with innovative models of education and 
embracing fundamentally different ideas of educational digital pedagogy and curriculum. Yet 
evidence that these ‘new’ responses are effective is limited and we need additional research to 
understand the experience and the impact of these models on FAVE teachers. This paper shares 
the findings from an online questionnaire (Phase 1) of a study of FAVE teachers’ evolving 
professional identity to become critically reflective digital practitioners. The genesis of this 
study was pre-COVID but is all the more relevant and pressing now as digital technologies have 
transformed lives, jobs and organisations. 
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 Introduction 
Digitalization and new digital lives are identified as some of the most pressing concerns facing 
our society today. Ubiquitous (Jing, Conway, & Yong Zhao, 2008) and invasive (Turkle, 2017) 
the digital world has changed forever the way we live, work and how we should educate. Evolv-
ing social and industry practices, standards and expectations make it increasingly clear that 
further, adult and vocational education (FAVE) teachers must develop new and different skills 
and perspectives in order to engage in and support flexible responses to these societal changes. 

Programmes worldwide are responding to changed and changing contexts with new and in-
novative models of education and training. Key features of the challenges facing the sector 
include the need to provide high quality teaching and training, interdisciplinarity, partnerships 
with communities and industry, and a mentality of innovation and enterprise including social 
enterprise. FAVE teachers are now required to be individuals with the interdisciplinary skills, 
qualities and dispositions to work within these sectors in an increasingly complex and digital 
world. This requires competences that include a breadth of knowledge about ICT, internet, me-
dia, information and digital literacy. 

Digital technologies have been reshaping the nature of jobs and the workforce of tomorrow. 
FAVE programmes are designed to help students acquire the knowledge, skills and attitudes 
that enhance their competency and prepare them for this future world. While digitalization has 
radically changed peoples’ lives and their learning, being surrounded by the digital world and 
digital technologies does not necessarily mean that an individual is ‘digital’ or has developed a 
‘digital mindset’. 

This paper reports on results from a digital synchronous online questionnaire conducted dur-
ing a HETL Forum Educational Digital Mindsets seminar with FAVE practitioners. Results 
shared in this paper have led to the design of a collaborative qualitative research study by nine 
FAVE teachers who wished to document their views and experiences of becoming critically 
reflective digital practitioners. Extant literature on developing a digital mindset identifies the 
importance of specific knowledge, skills and attitudes combined with particular behaviours and 
ways of thinking. Final results from this study will shed light on what has to change within the 
educator to support an evolving educational digital mindset. The following questions were de-
veloped by the research group as an emergent area of shared mutual interest. They are: 
 
• What has to change within the educator for them to become critically reflective digital 

practitioners? 
• How do individuals experience changes in their professional identity as a result of engag-

ing with ‘educational digital mindsets’? 

 Theoretical Framework 
The study is grounded in a theoretical frame comprised of three areas of literature: trans-

formative learning (perspective transformation), identity self-states and digital mindsets com-
bined with a review of recent studies that focus on digitalization in vocational education. 

Transformative Learning is a cognitive/rational approach to adult learning that emphasises 
the critical role experience and reflection play on existing assumptions about the world in order 
to arrive at a new worldview (Mezirow, 2012; Graham Cagney, 2019). 

Beliefs, attitudes or points of view, when expressed as opinions shared with others, often 
result in feedback that can cause a revolution of an entire perspective or habit of mind. Perspec-
tive transformation results in significant changes in sociolinguistic, psychological, epistemic, 
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philosophical, moral-ethical and aesthetic generalized predispositions or habits of mind (Cran-
ton, 2006). These shifts in consciousness alter in a dramatic and permanent way our ‘being in 
the world’; changing how we know. This different kind of thinking and being enables individ-
uals to become more open to revisiting their interpretations of the meaning of their experience: 
in turn guiding future action (Cranton, 2006; Tennant, 2012). By definition, transformative 
learning leads to a changed self-perception; individuals experience changes in their thinking 
that lead to new worldviews, and new perspectives on their personal and professional lives. 

Identity self-states pinpoint a ‘motivational self-systems’ framework that incorporates a 
‘possible selves’ and ‘ideal selves’ theory (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Three seminal reviews of 
the literature on educator identity in the last decade (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijard et 
al., 2004; Rodgers & Scott, 2008) highlight the importance of and interrelation of notions of 
identity, context, emotion and agency. 

Working self-concept is continuously active in interpreting and integrating accessible self-
knowledge into a wide range of self-representations. A person can move from the present to-
ward the future by using their possible selves as ‘future self-guides’. In the context of adult 
learning, factors that impact on whether the possible self has motivational power include the 
level of detail associated with a possible self and the extent to which it is psychologically avail-
able to a person. Thus, it could be argued that socially constructed roles, the existence of con-
textual cues, levels of self-efficacy as well as the availability of role models play a significant 
role in this regard. 

Digital Mindsets can be explained as a set of assumptions, beliefs and values that determine 
how individuals understand and interact with others, and relate to the world around them (Me-
zirow, 2000). There are significant multi-disciplinary variations within the field of study 
(French, 2016). These include mindset agency theory (Sagiv & Schwarts, 2007), mindscape 
theory (Maruyama, 1980), fixed and growth mindsets (Dweck, 2006), benefit mindset (Bu-
chanan & Kern, 2017), habits of mind (Cranton, 2006), and digital mindsets (Benke, 2013). 

The attributes of an individual with a digital mindset include being flexible and adaptable, 
having a wide intellectual curiosity, a hunger for new knowledge, passionate about what they 
do, able to think outside the box and are comfortable with uncertainty. Competencies that are 
fundamental to developing and supporting a digital mindset, comprise digital knowledge, digi-
tal skills and digital attitudes (Benke, 2013). Digital knowledge, refers both to i) differentiation: 
a breadth of knowledge about ICT, internet, media, information and digital literacy; and ii) 
integration: how that knowledge is absorbed or included into an existing life context (Jansen et 
al., 2009). Digital skills include operational and technical competencies, in addition to strategic 
ICT skills that enable the achievement of more specific professional and educational goals ra-
ther than just for personal entertainment (van Dijk, 2005, Van Deuersen & van Dijk, 2009; 
Ilomäki et al., 2011; Ferrari, 2012). Digital attitudes are based in the affective domain and are 
strongly influenced by cognitive, emotional and behavioural elements. Therefore, three core 
components include i) knowledge of digital technology; ii) feelings toward digital technology; 
and iii) usage of digital technology (Donat et al., 2009). 

 Recent VETNET research on digitalization in vocational education 
Research on digitalization in vocational education was reviewed to develop a holistic view of 
the new and different skills and perspectives required to meet the needs of the sector. In VET 
there are tensions between the needs of various stakeholders: learners, employers, the providing 
organisations and the teachers. In this constantly changing landscape there is pressure on the 
educator to meet the needs of all stakeholders. These include the digitisation of industry as well 
as changing examination approaches and regulations (Deitmer et al., 2018). Benedek et al. 
(2018) found that rapid changes mean that textbooks and materials are often out of date and 
available technologies are often insufficient or tending towards obsolescence, leaving the edu-
cator to bridge the gap. The European Commission indicate that VET requires highly qualified 
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teachers and trainers. They are a key factor in the contributing to high quality provision and 
equity in access to learning (European Commission, 2010). Thus, the VET educator requires 
specific digital competencies (Redecker, 2017). 

In any education sector the role of the educator is more than a mechanism for the delivery 
of information. They are also a role model for learners to develop the ability to adapt to change 
and adopt new tools and methods to remain current and relevant, including technical and ped-
agogical knowledge and skills (Redecker, 2017). The VET view of professional competence 
(Lehtonen et al., 2019) should also encompass an educational digital mind-set that is proactive, 
rather than reactive; characterised by particular behaviours and attitudes that are agile, collab-
orative, curious, “tech savvy” and comfortable with change (Gössling & Emmler, 2019). 

There is a general consensus that communities of practice are a way of developing and sup-
porting the competencies and mind-sets of the teachers (Attwell & Gerrard, 2019). Deitmer et 
al. (2018) identified a need for the provision of technical as well as pedagogical development 
in a variety of formats to meet the needs of teachers, while also advocating opportunities to 
meet and collaborate. Benedek et al. (2018) focused on creating a solution through Open Edu-
cation Resources comprised of an open network for innovative teachers aimed to support and 
enable the use of digital technology for teaching and learning. 

There are also institutional barriers. Often, they are characterised by a lack of physical infra-
structure (broadband and the availability of applications) and compounded by bureaucratic pro-
cesses of procurement. Deitmer et al. (2018) identify silos of disciplinary expertise within or-
ganisations that offer no incentive for those working in the sector to surmount the established 
and traditional subject divides. This is compounded by widespread casualisation of the teachers 
and/or segmentation of instruction and working conditions that tend to be isolated, combined 
with a lack of pedagogical training, competences and/or qualifications and a lack of digital 
competencies. 

 Methods 

 Research Design 
Phase 1 (Completed). The National Forum for Teaching & Learning seminar series provided 
the resources for a seminar on leading educational change with a particular focus on educational 
digital mindsets.  Attendance was open to all current and aspiring educational leaders and other 
interested parties. There were 98 pre-registrations via Eventbrite with 43 participants register-
ing their attendance on the day. Attendees included those from higher, secondary and primary 
education, in addition to those from further, adult, vocational and community education. During 
the seminar 31 participants completed an interactive anonymous online questionnaire on digital 
mindsets which was then displayed for them and led to an engaged discussion on educational 
digital mindsets. Following the close of the seminar, a group of FAVE practitioners agreed to 
collaborate and share their experiences of their developing digital knowledge, skills and prac-
tice.  Following discussion an in-depth analysis of the seminar online questionnaire was com-
pleted. The results of this analysis are shared in this paper and offer a preliminary understanding 
of educational digital mindsets and has informed the design of this qualitative research study. 

Phase 2 (Ongoing). Key themes to emerge from analysis of the online questionnaire guided 
the interview design and protocol. During Phase 3 data will be collected from the nine members 
of the research study through interactive participant interviews. These interviews will be col-
laborative, communicative events that evolve participants’ own norms and rules (Briggs, 1986; 
Kvale, 1996). There will be a relational aspect to these interviews and an interactional construc-
tion of meaning in the interview context (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; Langellier & Hall, 1989). 
Therefore, the interaction is situated in the context of an ongoing relationship where the per-
sonal and social identities of both interviewer and interviewees are important factors (Collins, 
1986; DeVault, 1990). In this way we will create a space for individuals’ own stories to be 
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heard. Results from this data will shed light on the experiences and feelings of FAVE teachers 
as critically reflective practitioners focused on their evolving digital mindsets. 

Table 1 
Demographic Description of Participant-Researchers 

 Discipline FAVE context & 
teaching 
experience 

Title Previous 
Career/ 
Background 

Gender 

1 Technology Adult 
(10 years) 

TEL Support Manufactur-
ing & Infor-
mation Tech-
nology 

M 

2 Technology Adult Basic  
Education /Literacy 
(20 years) 

Tutor Office Ad-
ministration 

F 

3 Computing Adult Education 
(15 years) 

Data Analyst IT Customer 
Service  

M 

4 Psychology Adult 
(30 years) 

Senior Lecturer Strategy & 
Organisa-
tional 
Change  

F 

5 Technology Adult 
(25 years) 

Ass Professor Nursing F 

6 Data  
Information 

Further, Adult & 
Vocational 
(34 years) 

Senior  
Manager 

Secondary 
Level 
Teacher 

F 

7 Engineering Vocational 
(38 years) 

Lecturer Motor Trade M 

8 Early Childhood Vocational & Adult 
(25 years) 

Lecturer Community 
Education 

F 

9 Education Community 
(23 years) 

Lecturer Not dis-
closed 

F 

 
Consistent with qualitative methodology, the interview data will be analysed with respect to 

the research questions using a mix of inductive coding and the constant comparative method. 
Thematic analysis within each category will produce the findings in the final paper to be pre-
sented at ECER in Geneva in 2021. 
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Figure 1  
Developing an Educational Digital Mindset (Timeline 2019-2021) 

 

 

 Progress to date 
Phases 1 and 2 are completed. The vision for the study is clarified. The literature review has 
been completed and the theoretical framework for the study has been articulated. In-depth anal-
ysis of the Forum seminar online questionnaire is completed (including write up in this paper) 
and the research design is completed. Phases 3 and 4 are scheduled to take place with a Decem-
ber 2020 deadline. A final paper submission for publication will be made to the VETNET jour-
nal and the results disseminated at the EERA-ECER VETNET conference in Geneva 2021. 

 Analysis of fieldwork findings: HETL forum seminar online questionnaire 
Results from this questionnaire have informed the design of the interactive interviews sched-
uled to take place in Phase three of the study in 2020. There were 31 respondents (11 Male, 19 
Female, 1 Prefer not to say). The following analysis is divided into three sections that represent 
the focal areas of the original online questionnaire: Section 4.1 curiosity about digital technol-
ogy and being up to date; Section 4.2 digital competencies; and Section 4.3 use of digital tech-
nologies and challenges (Benke, 2013). 

 Curiosity about digital technology and being up to date 
The majority of respondents indicated interest in new technologies (29/31). When asked how 
they found out about new technologies 23 said they used online sources, while 8 used offline. 
11 reported using online sources only, 17 reported using online and offline sources, and 3 said 
they use offline only. One measure of an individual’s ‘being up to date’ is the frequency of 
using online information sources. Figure 2 highlights the fact that only 10 respondents engaged 
in searching online for new technologies and to keep themselves up to date on a frequent basis 
(at least once a week or more often). 
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Figure 2  
How often do you search online? 

 

 
Responses for active searching for information is far lower than their level of interest in new 

technology. This may merit further investigation at interview. When asked whether they had 
made a suggestion to implement new technology in their unit/dept 24 participants claimed they 
had, 7 said they had not. The attitudes to acquiring new technology match reasonably well with 
those for suggesting new technologies at work. However, we have no information on what types 
of technology the respondents refer to in order to determine how ‘up to date’ they are with new 
technology innovation or digital technologies. 

Figure 3 
Can you describe how you feel when you acquire a new technology innovation? 

 

 
26 participants reported feeling excited and impatient to try out new technology innovations. 

Two follow-up questions consolidate this pattern revealing a) how fast participants say they 
would adopt a new technology (Figure 4) and b) how they find out about new innovations (Fig-
ure 5). 
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Figure 4  
Speed of adaptation 

 

 

Figure 5 
Process of finding new innovations 

 

 

 Digital competencies 
Information was sought on participants’ breadth of knowledge of digital technology and the 
extent to which that knowledge was used in their personal and professional lives. They were 
asked whether they used online or offline sources when searching for information. 28 stated 
they use online sources and 3 use offline sources. A follow-up question tested the importance 
of the internet to respondents: 26 couldn’t imagine their lives without it/very important. 
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Figure 6 
Importance of the internet 

 

 
Having established the importance of the internet, participants were then asked a series of 

questions on their use of digital technology in two areas: i) personal, and ii) professional and 
educational. The majority of participants confirmed their use of digital technology and the in-
ternet for personal entertainment e.g. choosing a restaurant, finding out news, and checking 
their profile. However, the data collected is too broad. There is no detail about the nature and 
extent of digital knowledge usage in an individual’s daily life. Again, these results highlight an 
area for further exploration via the interview process. 

Figure 7 
Specific online usage 

 

 
Questions on usage were followed by specific online activity questions (Figure 7). The pur-

pose was to gather more information on participants attitudes and their digital skills. There is a 
low reported usage of blogs and vlogs. In contrast, 19 checked their online personal profiles at 
least several times a week. The profile activity data is ambiguous. More information is needed 
to establish whether the online profile being checked is recreational or professional/educational 
i.e. Facebook, LinkedIn, Research Gate, ORCID, professional membership sites, organisational 
website profile, etc.  The final set of three questions in this section explore participant feelings 
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about: (i) living in a digitalised world; (ii) whether new technology is always better than old; 
and (iii) a personal assessment of their IT/computer skills. 

Figure 8 
Everything is more digitalised nowadays 

 

 
Results show a marked difference between the various categories of response to living in a 

digitalised world. 19 people enjoy or like digitalisation because it makes their lives easier. How-
ever, of 12 are either reluctant adaptors or do not like it at all. 

Figure 9 
New technology is always better than the old one 

 

 
The question posed to participants does not specify the meaning of ‘new’ and ‘old’ technol-

ogy, it is left to them to interpret. Notwithstanding this, an interesting result emerges from the 
data. ‘New’ is being interpreted by 7 respondents as being better, conditional on knowing how 
to use the ‘new technology’. Just as important, for 24 of them ‘new’ is not always better than 
‘old’, but that choice is not an active one for them as they feel pressurised to know about and 
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use new technology. This requirement appears to translate into a majority of reluctant adapters 
to ‘new’ technology based on an instrumental ‘need to know’ set of motivations.  The final 
question in this section elicits responses on individuals’ familiarity with IT/Computers. 19 
stated they were ‘very good’ and a further 11 said they ‘know the basics’. The responses are 
subjective and non-specific therefore this result represents personal perspectives on a set of 
non-specific skills related to IT which really does not shed light on specific digital knowledge, 
skills and experience. 

Figure 10 
Familiarity with IT/Computers 

 

 

 Use of digital technology and challenges 
All participants reported that their use of digital technology made their work-life more efficient. 
A follow-up question tested this response asking what they use it for at work. The majority 28 
stated they use it for a variety of activities, the remaining 3 use it for simple activities, or for 
what they really need. We have no further information on what the range of those activities 
might be. This offers an interesting opportunity to explore the usage of digital technologies 
against a set of key criteria (to be developed) for FAVE teachers. 
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Figure 11 
Feelings about new technology in your workplace 

 

 
When asked whether they would like to have access to the newest technology at their work-

place, 30 said yes, and 1said no. Regarding their feelings on this (Figure 11): 13 stated stated 
they enjoy new technologies at work. Another 15 are eager to try it despite feeling challenged. 
These 28 participants are open and willing to try new technologies in the workplace. This is a 
similar response to the 26 who responded to an earlier question on their feelings about technol-
ogy innovation in general. Overall, it indicates a level of coherence in the responses received 
in relation to openness, curiosity and being up-to-date with new technologies. 

Asked which devices were most important to them and whether they would give them up or 
not, 18 said they would prefer to give up their computer rather than their phone. 10 would rather 
give up their phone, and 3 could not choose between their phone or computer. The question 
poses an interesting insight on dependency on connectedness to digital media and whether for 
some people their phone may now be a multi-tasking tool for various digital media and internet 
activities. When asked about their use of digital technology after a hard day at the office, a 
significant majority stated they would relax with an offline activity. 

 Limitations 
The original intention of the research group was to create a community of practice that would 
collaborate and come together to share experiences of developing their knowledge and skills of 
using digital technologies in their teaching practice. Face to face collaboration was quickly 
overshadowed by Covid-19. An option to move to online meetings seemed particularly appro-
priate given the circumstances, however this proved to be impossible to arrange. This was in 
part due to the unanticipated shift to emergency online teaching and resultant changes in all our 
professional and personal lives.  As a result, it was decided to redesign the data collection for 
the study to nine individual member interactive qualitative interviews of approximately 40-60 
minutes. Several limitations should be considered when drawing research and practitioner im-
plications from analysis of the seminar synchronous (online) questionnaire. The participants 
were not confined to FAVE teachers, they included several teachers from primary, secondary 
and higher education contexts. The online questionnaire was completed in 10 minutes leaving 
little time for participant to reflect before answering. In addition, the questionnaire was adopted 
from a previous study and does not quite match the focus on educator digital mindsets that this 
study has taken. Finally, the question design in this instrument does not differentiate between 
information technology, new technology innovation, and new and old digital technologies. 
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 Discussion 
Our personal approaches to learning and engaging in new ideas and technologies are based on 
assumptions that may or may not be articulated or tested. For most teachers, their approach to 
learning is a combination developed through years of formal education, of learning things on 
their own, and of developing learning strategies for themselves and their students. Openness to 
digital knowledge and approaches can enable teachers to find out about and try innovations that 
they might not otherwise consider adopting into their teaching practice and curriculum devel-
opment. With respect to perspective transformation and changes in habits of mind (Cranton, 
2006), we have established that there is a need for change in one’s epistemic (knowledge) habit 
of mind in order to develop an educational digital mindset. Specifically, there must be a change 
in (i) breadth/depth of digital knowledge, and (ii) scale of usage and application within an indi-
vidual’s personal and professional life context. 

As identified by Markus and Nurius (1986) an individual teacher’s identity is a complex 
motivational self-system. Working self-concept is continuously active in interpreting and revis-
iting assumptions, beliefs and values that can shift how an individual understands and interacts 
with others and the world around them (Mezirow, 2000). Being curious about information tech-
nology, and digital technology in particular, can help teachers not to miss important innovations 
in developing new pedagogical practices that positively enhance their students’ experience of 
learning. However, a strong stated interest in new technology/digital technology and the inter-
net does not necessarily translate into active engagement by teachers in developing an educa-
tional digital mindset. 

These findings suggest that participants’ feelings about digitalisation are a complex mix of 
whether they think new technology is always better than old.  The majority share a reluctant 
adoption of digitalisation and new technologies based on felt levels of digital confidence and a 
work-related need to implement the technology. The fundamental areas for personal change for 
teachers who wish to become digital practitioners are curiosity and being up-to-date; having 
core digital competencies; a willingness to use the technology; and a readiness to meet the 
challenges it poses.  We will attempt to elicit examples during interview that could be measured 
against a set of key criteria (to be developed) for FAVE teachers to explore whether they hold 
these attributes and engage in these behaviours. Technological terms are used interchangeably 
in the questionnaire and create confusion and lack of clarity with respect to the answers given 
by respondents. It is important for this study to clarify these terms from the beginning. The 
interview process will explore what distinctions FAVE teachers make between new technology 
and digital technologies as they apply to education, and to FAVE education in particular. Our 
position is that new technologies are an integral part of digitalisation, not a separate field of 
interest and must be explored more deeply in the scheduled interviews. 

Digital knowledge is described as differentiated (breadth of knowing) and integrated (scale 
of usage and application in one’s life). Digital skills include operational and technical compe-
tencies; while digital attitudes are strongly influenced by cognition, emotion and behavioural 
elements. At a broad generalised level these descriptions make sense; however, they do not 
offer a deeper understanding of specifically what knowledge (and how it is to be applied) and 
what skills and attitudes will translate into digital competencies. Consideration will be given to 
whether existing taxonomies of learning are helpful in informing this study on how to explore 
the knowledge, skills and attitudes (values, expectations and assumptions) that sit beneath the 
behaviours of a digitally orientated critically reflective FAVE practitioner. 

 Conclusions, Expected Outcomes and Contributions 
The first two phases of this study when combined with the forthcoming interviews (Phase 3) 
will contribute to the professional learning and development needed by teachers to address the 
various challenges facing society today. Sharing experiences across a group of peers on their 
engagement with digital technologies allows for growth of the individual teacher and 



75 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

contributes to the profession and practice of teaching in further, adult and vocational education 
contexts.    In the current era of risk, educational processes, developments and capacity building 
become uncertain. Uncertainty plays out in individual lives, careers, families and social net-
works. Such developments are of utmost relevance to the education system as it is responsible 
for providing learners with the skills and capacities to live and act under given social conditions, 
made more uncertain by the challenges that Covid-19 poses for all educators. 

Completion of phases three and four of this study will make a contribution to further research 
on the attributes and competencies (knowledge, skills and attitudes) required to develop a 
FAVE teacher digital mindset. It will also expand current research on FAVE teacher evolving 
identity and the conditions under which they personally engage or disengage with the resultant 
perspective transformation. Finally, the final results will shed light on how education systems, 
also operating under conditions of uncertainty, can provide a professional pathway to support 
the development of educational digital mindsets for FAVE teachers. 

The researchers care about this domain of knowledge and hope to ‘reboot’ the community 
of practice as a space of learning in which we can share these emerging digital practices and 
identities (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Time will be needed to build a bridge of critical conscious-
ness to robust resilience that will support the conscious and unconscious dimensions of the 
transformative learning process. In this way, they can question how evolving roles and changing 
sectoral contexts impact directly on the experiences of a small group of researcher-practitioners 
who wish to become critically reflective digital teachers (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).One out-
come of this study will be to support these researchers (as digital practitioners) as they evolve 
their thinking and understanding of the relevance of their research interests, both to their aca-
demic community and to the practice community (Weerts &Sandmann, 2010). 

The question remains as to how to facilitate teachers ‘readiness for change’ as they envisage 
future possible selves personally and professionally in a digital world. 
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Abstract 
Talent is an international research topic, but the definition of talent, how to spot talent and 
measurements of talent development are discussed. This study in talent in Danish vocational 
educations is based on a documentary study analyses the development of policy. It shows that 
three phases can be identified where the definition of talent change. Based on five reports, the 
knowledge of talent is analysed using the categories definition of talent, criteria in spotting 
talent, domains, developments of talent. It is concluded that projects and research interest in the 
qualitative based studies are changing over time, and since different terms are used, a compar-
ison is complicated. However, teaching, pedagogic and didactic seems as important for talents 
and talent development as for other groups of students. 

Keywords 
giftedness; talent, talent development; vocational education; policy 

 Introduction 
In Danish vocational educations and policy in general talent is at the agenda (e.g. Nissen et al., 
2011; Government, 2014). However, talent is not easy to define or to measure. In the interna-
tional literature, giftedness and talent are defined in four different ways leaning on a "psycho-
metric definitions, performance definitions, labelling definitions and specific giftedness/talent 
definitions" and "There is no generally accepted understanding of the difference between the 
two" (Stroeger et al., 2018, p. 25). Furthermore, it is difficult to distinguish between a person-
ality trait and a probability for the future outcome. Later research includes "personality traits 
such as creativity or motivation" and include context, learning processes and agents in the con-
text (Stroeger et al., 2018, p. 26). The approaches to talent are influenced by culture, e.g. gifted 
and identification of those that are dominant in western journals from 2009-2015 (Stroeger et 
al., 2018, p. 29). Identification of talent or giftedness can be "status oriented, intervention ori-
ented, development oriented and support oriented" (Stroeger et al., 2018, p. 30). Unfortunately, 
the research in talented programs is sparse. Some programs involve "curriculum acceleration 
and enrichment", and other programs include "differentiation and grouping practices" (Stroeger 
et al., 2018 p. 31). Research in secondary school and upper secondary school show sociologi-
cally related problems and issues in programs (Rasmussen, 2012; Rasmussen & Rasmussen, 
2015; Rasmussen & Lingard, 2018). 

In the research area of giftedness and talent, many models are made (Gagné, 2004; 2010; 
Stroeger et al., 2018). Looking at vocational educations Nokelainen and Polyväs have made an 
empirically and theoretically- based model integrating both the context at school and workplace 
(Pylvä & Nokelainen, 2017) and more research is done in the context of Finland (Pylväs et al., 
2018). This model distinguishes between gifts and talents. Gifts are natural abilities related to 
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intelligence, and the approach is building on Howard Gardner's multiple intelligence. Talents 
are "the process of how inborn gifts develop into talents" (Pylvä & Nokelainen, 2017, p. 98). 
The student has some intrinsic characteristics. Based on Albert Bandura's psychological theory, 
these characteristics include motivation, volition and self-reflection. The student also has some 
extrinsic conditions. Some are related to parents, e.g." make the talent field accessible and de-
sirable to their children", and some are related to friends (Pylvä & Nokelainen, 2017, p. 101). 
Other extrinsic conditions are directly related to the school. These conditions are called domain-
specific conditions and are artefacts, teachers, trainers and coo workers. The integrations of 
such conditions relate to a socio-cultural understanding, e.g. by theorist as Jean Lave and 
Etienne Wenger (1991). 

The purpose of this short paper is to contribute to the research in talent by presenting Danish 
vocational educations as a case. I am asking how policy addresses talent, and what knowledge 
exists from research. Since research is sparse, development projects are also included. 

 Methods 
Policy documents about talent are collected using snowballing (Lynggaard, 2015). This docu-
mentation includes papers and reports made by expert groups with members selected by the 
political system to make recommendations for future policy. These documents also include 
quantitative data from 2016, 2017 and 2018, counting the number of talents (National Agency 
for IT and learning, 2019). This material is analysed, and based on this analysis, a brief over-
view of the historical development is made. 

Furthermore, research articles are located. Two Danish peer-reviewed research articles con-
cern the topic of talents in vocational educations (Christensen, 2015; 2016). Christensen is using 
an ethnographic approach. She raises a pedagogical debate discussing if the focus of talent is 
prioritising, e.g. combating at skills instead of building the students identity as a professional. 
Such discussions can be seen as contributing to the research in the reforms of Danish VET (e.g. 
Jørgensen, 2016; Hjort-Madsen, 2016). Documents about talent are found at webpages from 
the two prominent university colleges in Denmark. This search shows five reports categorised 
as evaluation or as research of initiatives and projects about defining talent, talent spotting and 
developing talent. Three of the documents are from 2015 (Allermand et al., 2015; Gleerup et 
al., 2015; Teknologisk Institut; 2015), and two documents are from 2018 (Iversen et al., 2018; 
Rambøll, 2018a). There are other documents concerning the same reports, but they are back-
ground papers, working papers or suggestions to teachers and managers (e.g. Nistrup & Larsen, 
2015; Ministry of Education, 2018; Rambøll, 2018b; Talentvejen; 2019). 

The documents are analysed (Prior, 2011) using categories from the model made by Pylvä 
& Nokelainen (2017). These categories are extrinsic conditions that are domain specific such 
as levels and courses, access to technology, teachers, workplace and skills. Systematic devel-
opment of vocational skills in different skill arenas – in the workplace or at school by pedagogy 
and didactic – are categories. The categories are also a definition of talent and criteria for talent 
spotting such as intelligence, motivation, self-regulation and volition. The choice and further 
development of categories are based on the first phase of the analyses. Thereafter the documents 
are analysed more systematically. The categories are shown in the figure below (Table 1). 

In the next paragraphs, the analyses will be presented. First, is the analysis of the talent policy 
in Danish VET and then the analysis f the knowledge from projects at VET. 
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Table 1 
Categories used in analyses of documents 

Definition of talent  
Criteria in talent spotting Intelligence, e.g. by using grades 
 Motivation 
 Self-regulation 
 Volition 
Domains Levels of course 
 Access to technology 
 Teachers 
 Work-place 
 Skills 
Development of talent Pedagogy and didactic at school 
 Workplace 

 

 Talent policy in Danish VET 
Talents have been on the political agenda in Denmark for a longer period since at least 1989. 
There have been different kinds of competitions, including skills competitions (Ministry of Ed-
ucation, 2008b; SkillsDenmark, 2019). In 2004, the Ministry of Education initiated a working 
group, and this starts - what I will call - the first phase of talent policy (Ministry of Education, 
2008b). The argumentation for the policy is based on the global competition. At this stage, the 
definition of talent is "a person, that is good at something and have the possibility to increase 
this potential if stimulated [my translation] (Ministry of Education, 2008b). The psychologist 
Kyed argues with references to the national economy and ethical obligations to support people's 
development (Kyed, 2005). He argues that talent spotting is important to ensure stimulation of 
talents in the context. Such issues are discussed, as well as the definition of talent in 2005 
(Uddannelse, 2005). In the period 2006 to 2008, the Ministry of Education finances two projects 
at vocational colleges (Ministry of Education, 2008a). The policy is trying to change the attitude 
to talent and talent development (Ministry of Education, 2008b; EVA, 2011). This goal implies 
the improvement of access to further education and participating in skills, which are national 
and international competing in vocations and vocational colleges (Uddannelse, 2005; Ministry 
of Education, 2008b). 

The next phase of talent policy begins in 2010. As in 2004 Ministry of Education initiates a 
working group and their paper is renewing the policy (Hermann et al., 2011). With this phase, 
the definition of talent change. "Talent is not only the young who can and will. Talent is also 
young that maybe can and who have the will to work for the expansion of their talent" [my 
translation] (Hermann et al., 2011, p. 12). This definition is broader than the description from 
2008 as quoted above. The working group recommends a so-called `talent track' at vocational 
colleges. It is also recommended that teachers are taught a `talent didactic' at compulsory 
teacher education (Nistrup & Larsen, 2015). An evaluation from 2011 states that there is now 
awareness of the `strong students' at the colleges. This emphasis is a change from plenty of 
initiatives on the `week students' (EVA, 2011). 

From 2015 a reform of vocational colleges is implemented (Government et al., 2014). In this 
reform, the talent track is realised. Data shows that the percentage of students on the talent track 
are slightly declining over the years when this program is running (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 
Percentage of all students in talent track  

 
Legend. National Agency for IT and learning (2019) 
 

In 2019, the Minister of Education initiated a new initiative, and a third phase starts (Ministry 
of Education, 2019). The initiative is debated in parliament, but later part of it is withdrawn 
without thorough explanations. In the debate, the opposition asked questions about how to iden-
tify and motivate talents and accommodate the rest of the students (Finansudvalget, 2019). The 
opposition also asked about how to avoid stress pressing on pupils. That concern was in the 
general educational debate at that time. These topics can indicate that talent and, e.g. equality 
in educations are important political questions. In 2019, also a new order called ̀ the talent order' 
[my translation] is resolved (Ministry of Higher Education and Science, 2019). This approach 
allows youth from vocational educations to take subjects at a higher level in further education 
without having attained the admission demands for formal qualifications. It can be interpreted 
as if the talent tracks mentioned above are substituted for such initiatives. Newly established 
knowledge centers complement the work with talents at vocational colleges. The centers must 
have talent tracks for students at vocational colleges, but it might be difficult to make student 
attend (e.g. Talents of Retail, 2019). 

Summing up, the policy can be divided into three phases. The first two are linked to a work-
ing group with experts who defines talent. This definition is changing over the stages. The third 
phase starts with policy initiatives at a ministry and is partly withdrawn again; however, there 
is one significant change. Students from youth educations can attend courses from higher edu-
cation, and talent tracks seem to be moved from vocational education in general to knowledge 
centres working nation-wide. In the next paragraph, the analyses of knowledge from different 
projects at VET will be presented. 

 Knowledge from projects at VET 
Three of the reports concerning talent are published in 2015 and two in 2018. Therefore, all of 
them are initiated in the second phase of the talent policy as it is defined above. However, it is 
the reform of the Danish VET in 2015 that, among other things, introduced talent track. This 
introduction was a recommendation from the beginning of phase two. Figure 2 shows the phases 
of policy, the timeline for the reform and the analysed documents. 
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Figure 2 
Phases of the talent policy, the documents about talent and the VET reform. 

 
 

The documents published in 2015 are based on projects running from 2010 to 2015. They 
will be presented below, one at the time. 

The first document is `Talent development' [my translation]. The study is called a case study 
involving three vocational colleges (Allermand et al., 2015). The study defines talent as 10-
20% of proficient students. These students are characterised by cleverness and persistence. 
They also have good cognitive competence, self-motivation and innovative competences. Cri-
teria for spotting talents are professional ability, persistence, being interested, creativity, con-
centration, responsible, having a big overview and that they can cooperate. In some of the cases, 
tests are used in spotting talent. Summing up, the definition of talent and the criteria in spotting 
are very open and vide. The domains in the study are students attending the highest possible 
level of courses and access to relevant equipment such as technology. 

Furthermore, the teaching is mentioned as a domain: teachers have to guide, express equality 
between teacher and student, have high professional capital and good education and teachers 
have to be well qualified. In addition, the skills from innovation camp are mentioned. This 
means that the domains included in this study are broad. Talent development in this document 
includes pedagogic and didactic at college and internship abroad. Overall, the document shows 
a study that includes: 

 
Definition of talent 
Spotting talent 
Domains: level of courses, access to technology, teaching and skills 
Talent development: pedagogic and didactic, workplace 
 
The next document is summarising research in a report called `talent spotting' [my transla-

tion] (Gleerup et al., 2015). Talent is called a fluent signifier combining natural gifts and learned 
abilities. The criteria for talent spotting are diligence, capacity, engagement, independence, ex-
perience, motivation, empathy, innovations. Adding competencies as analytical, imagination, 
knowing the material and creating results. This research also includes the domain of teaching, 
pointing out that teacher development is important. Talent devolvement is connected to peda-
gogic and didactic issues, including being goal oriented, differentiating, giving feedback, plan-
ning, and methods. Furthermore, the involvement of knowledge, and observations of students, 
and teachers who need the ability to talk about and have a vocabulary to discuss pedagogic and 
didactic concerns are also mentioned. The students' personal development is important, but the 
distance is also needed. This study includes: 
 

Definition of talent 
Spotting talent 
Domains: level of courses, teaching, workplace 
Talent development: pedagogic and didactic, personal development 
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Compared to the first-mentioned study, the similarity is that these four categories are in-

cluded, although there are some variations in the focus. However, the analyses show a change 
in the forthcoming reports. 

The document `Road to talent' is called an evaluation [my translation] (Teknologisk Institut, 
2015). Talents are selected as being included in the best 10%. The criteria for talent spotting 
are volition, engagement, curiosity, social competences, innovative and overview. Three do-
mains include levels of courses, teaching and workplace, but more important are talent devel-
opment. It is said that talent development should be integrated everywhere, and this can include 
talent teams in shorter periods. The report mentions a didactic for talent development and per-
sonal development of students that provides for motivation and self-confidence. Overall, the 
document shows a study that includes: 
 

Definition of talent 
Spotting talent 
Domains: levels of courses, teaching, workplace 
Talent development: pedagogic and didactic, personal development 

 Documents from 2018 
The document `talent development' [my translation] defines talents as students on the talent 

track (Iversen et al., 2018). The research report presents 12 cases for students at internship; 
therefore, the main domain is the workplace. The researchers write that they assume that iden-
tity as becoming a skilled worker is important. They mention coherence between vocational 
college and internship, and they highlight progression in learning, organisation, role models 
and relations. Talent development at the workplace is related to the students' dispositions, tasks, 
interactions, credit and dialogue. Therefore, this document is about: 

 
Domain: workplace 
Talent development: workplace 
 
The last document, `talent track and subjects at higher levels' [my translation], is closely 

connected to the VET reform and can be understood as an intervention to implement this reform 
(Rambøll, 2018a). The domain is teaching, interpreting and implementing the reform. Talent 
development at workplaces is mentioned reminding the importance of the dialogues between 
the central agents involved in talent track. However, talent development as pedagogic and di-
dactic at college are the main focus. Talent development can attract more students. Students 
need help to motivation to chose talent track and subjects at higher levels than are compulsory, 
and teachers have to implement the reform, develop their teaching, including differentiated in-
struction. So, the categories involved are the domain of teaching and talent development as 
pedagogic and didactic groupings that include the workplace. 

 Conclusion 
This short paper shows the policy chance of talent showing shifts in 2005, 2010 and 2019. The 
definition of talent chance and this influences the vocational educations, but a major change 
relates to the VET reform in 2015 integrating the recommendation of talent track. The docu-
ments that are found relates to phase two. Three documents are from 2015 that is before the 
VET reform is implemented. Two documents are from 2018 – after the reform. Figure 2 illus-
trates this. Since the documents use different terminology, it can be complicated to compare 
them. Even when the same terms are used, it can be related to different understandings. Because 
the reports are not associated with theoretical approaches, the positions are not always entirely 
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clear. However, using the model made by Pylvä and Nokelainen (2017) provides categories that 
can systematise the reading of the documents. 

Comparing the documents there seems to be a slight shift from interest in the definition of 
talent and talent spotting to talent development. This issue can be related to the VET reform 
since the definition of talent is defined as being in talent track. The discussion of the meaning 
of talent and talent spotting seems thereby minimised. Only one document has the main focus 
on internship and the conditions, relations etc. in the workplace. Pedagogy and didactic methods 
in the vocational colleges are mentioned in four of the documents, but the approaches are very 
broad.  The theoretical understandings are not explicated and, therefore, it is difficult to point 
out things in common. Based on this research, we conclude that knowledge of talent at VET in 
Denmark is sparse. However, each document contributes to showing the complexity of talent 
at VET. The model made by Pylvä and Nokelainen (2017) give categories that need further 
exploration. 

Since talent and talent spotting is very open defined, it can be challenging to work with at 
the vocational colleges. The discussion of the definition of talent was less important by using 
talent track as a definition, but this did not make any increase in the counted numbers of talents. 

Since knowledge of talent at VET must be found in qualitative studies using different meth-
odologies and very broad definitions and terminology, summing up the knowledge is difficult 
even as the model and categories in use make it possible to make a kind of comparison and 
conclusion. 

Teaching and pedagogic and didactic issues are addressed in the documents, but it could be 
discussed how and if this concern is special to talents. This discussion might address not only 
talents but also all other students. So maybe talented and gifted students at VET can gain from 
initiatives intended for other groups of students as well. The main questions might still relate 
to the learning and development of all students at the VET. 
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Abstract 
One objective of the Teacher Training Program for Vocational Schools in Germany is to enable 
students to plan, implement and reflect on effective teaching. University teacher training for 
vocational schools exclusively builds up content and pedagogical knowledge, which is only one 
facet of professional teacher competence. University graduates state at the transition to profes-
sional practice that they do not feel sufficiently prepared for the concrete, complex demands of 
teaching (Saas et al., 2020). It can be assumed that this gap could be bridged by the targeted 
development of action-oriented competences. Video vignettes represent an instrument for the 
assessment of action-oriented competence facets in theoretical teacher training – at an early 
stage of training – that can otherwise only be observed in real lessons. This work studies the 
suitability of the action-based model of professional competence, with regard to its objectivity 
and the operationalizability of the features for the development of video vignettes. 

Keywords 
professional competence; vocational teacher training; video vignettes 

 Introduction 
University education for the vocational teaching profession in Germany is intended to create 
the conditions for a successful transition to preparatory service (Saas et al., 2020). The aim is 
to develop the professional competence of future teachers. A frequent focus of empirical work 
is on professional knowledge as part of professional action or professional competence. How-
ever, the reduction of professional competence to the knowledge facet (based on Shulman 
(1986) pedagogical knowledge (PK), technical knowledge (CK) and didactic knowledge (PCK) 
seems to fall short. To solve practical problems in concrete teaching situations, prospective 
teachers often feel unable to translate these knowledge components they have acquired during 
their studies into effective action. The national curriculum standards for teacher training at vo-
cational schools (Kultusministerkonferenz [KMK], 2004) require that students be able to plan, 
implement and reflect on competence-enhancing (high-quality) teaching. These demands make 
it clear that the KMK assumes an understanding of professional competence that includes both 
knowledge elements and practical competences, without, however, explaining this (Walker & 
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Faath-Becker, 2019). To date, university tutorials on teaching methodology for the vocational 
teaching profession have been focused almost exclusively on the planning of lessons (e.g., in 
the form of written elaborations on a fictitious teaching sequence). Until now, the students’ 
competence to carry out lessons or to reflect is being largely disregarded. 

 State of research and theoretical framework 
The fields of action described, and the resulting requirements give rise to three starting points 
for examination: the professional competence of teachers, the quality of teaching and, on the 
technical part, the production of video-based instruments to assess both aspects. The complexity 
of teaching interaction is due, among other things, to the fact that personal, individual disposi-
tions (PID model by Blömeke et al. (2015) and the competence structure model by Zlatkin-
Troitschanskaia et al. (2019) of both teachers and learners influence its course and, in particular, 
its effectiveness. 

 Professional competence 
Lindmeier (2011) proposes a model for professional competence that meets the requirement to 
include both knowledge and action-related competence facets (Figure 1). (Lindmeier, 2011). 
The professional knowledge of teachers with the above-mentioned components, based on Shul-
man (1986), stands alongside action-oriented professional skills. Competences are thereby un-
derstood in the sense of Klieme and Hartig (2007) as requirement-specific achievement dispo-
sitions and thus understood more broadly than the knowledge components (Lindmeier, 2013). 
Lindmeier's examinations of these teacher cognitions are also reflected in the analytical part of 
the PID model from Blömeke et al. (2015). 

The knowledge components (Figure 1, left) comprise the basic pedagogical content 
knowledge (PCK) and the content knowledge (CK), which form the basis of professional action. 
The competence components (Figure 1, right) are again divided into a component of reflective 
competence (RC) and a component of action-related competence (AC). In this model, action-re-
lated competence components are thus formulated as a component of professional competence 
(Lindmeier et al., 2013). "Reflective competence" (RC) refers to the ability to cope with pre- 
and post-instructive requirement situations on the basis of subject-specific basic knowledge 
(Lindmeier, 2013). These are complex skills that are needed to draw conclusions from the re-
flection on lessons held and to prepare future lessons. “Action-based competence" (AC) refers 
to the ability of a spontaneous teacher reaction based on professional knowledge in teaching 
situations under time pressure (Lindmeier, 2013, p. 10). Spontaneous means that an activation 
of reflective processes is not possible (Lindmeier et al., 2013). These two characteristics repre-
sent the central difference to reflective competence. 

Figure 1 
Competence structure model according to Lindmeier (2011). 
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Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al. (2019) draw on the Lindmeier model (2011) and distinguish 

between action-related and reflective competences. This holistic approach comprises two lev-
els: a latent one with two areas (Figure 2, left: dispositions; centre: situation specific skills) and 
a manifest one (Figure 2, right: performance). 

According to Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al. (2019), dispositions of teachers (Figure 2, left, 
dispositions) include knowledge components (cf. Figure 1, left) as well as generic characteris-
tics and motivational factors as a basis for all teaching. According to this model, the quality of 
this teaching action is manifested in the reflective or action-based performance (Figure 2, right) 
of the teachers. This requires situation-specific skills (Figure 2, centre): on the one hand, the 
(direct) reaction of prospective and experienced teachers to real instruction (i.e., AS) (Figure 2, 
action-related skills) and, on the other, the ability to prepare and follow-up instruction (i.e., RS) 
(Figure 2, reflective skills) in the specific discipline (Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al., 2019). This 
model thus focuses on those situation-specific skills in which university graduates themselves 
do not feel adequately prepared. 

Figure 2 
Competence structure model according to Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia, Kuhn, Brückner, and 
Leighton (2019). 

 
 

 Quality of teaching 
Teaching action always raises the question of the quality of these actions – regardless of a dis-
tinction between reflective (RC) and action-related (AC) competences. The consideration of the 
understanding of competence-enhancing or quality teaching can create a possible approach 
here. Following Berliner (2005), quality teaching represents the synergy of good and effective 
teaching. According to Berliner (2005), good teaching is characterised by the fact that it follows 
normative principles and current standards of the field. A second evaluation criterion for teach-
ing is its effectiveness (Berliner, (2005). Teaching is considered effective when it achieves the 
desired goals. 

According to Kunter and Ewald (2016), it does not make sense to view and evaluate lessons 
superficially, but always to include interactions that are not easy to evaluate at first glance as 
well as the role of learners and teachers. A meaningful conceptual distinction in this context – 
dating back to Oser and Patry (1990) – is that between the visual and depth structures of teach-
ing (Kunter & Ewald, 2016). The visual structures of teaching are the easily accessible features 
of teaching that refer to superordinate structures and settings (Kunter & Ewald, 2016). The 
depth structures represent the levels of interaction between teachers and learners and their 
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quality. The quality of the interaction between the learners and the way in which the learners 
deal with the subject matter is therefore at stake (Kunter & Ewald, 2016), irrespective of the 
overarching organisation of the learning situation. In empirical studies on the quality of teach-
ing, the depth structures of teaching in particular have proven to be significant (Hattie, 2009; 
Kunter & Ewald, 2016; Seidel & Shavelson, 2007). Compared to the depth structures of teach-
ing, the visual structures have proven to be less relevant for the effect of teaching (Kunter & 
Ewald, 2016). Lipowsky (2015) also categorises the subject by citing as quality characteristics 
the structured nature of teaching, clarity and coherence of content, feedback, cooperative learn-
ing, practice, cognitive activation, supportive learning climate and inner differentiation. 

 Video-based tools for measuring professional competence 
Basically, there are various conceivable ways of capturing action-related competences as part 
of the professionalisation of prospective teachers during their studies, like through practical 
phases (effectiveness discussed controversially; e.g., König et al., 2018) or forms of teaching 
simulation, such as microteaching or role plays (effectiveness proven; e.g., Hattie, 2009, p. 112, 
d=0.88). 

Video vignettes (didactically integrated video segments/sequences) are a diagnostic ap-
proach that can be easily integrated into studies due to technological progress or digitalisation. 
They are suitable for acquiring professional competence through an authentic depiction of the 
teaching reality – especially in the area of university teacher training (Riegel, 2013). The fact 
that the use of video vignettes can promote the skills of (prospective) teachers is well docu-
mented (at a glance, e.g., Hatch et al., 2016). In recent years, increasing numbers of video vi-
gnettes have been produced for the continuation or reflection of teaching in general education 
(Seidel & Thiel, 2017). No video vignettes are currently available for the industrial-technical 
part of vocational (teacher) education (Riegel, 2013; Walker & Faath-Becker, 2019). Interna-
tionally, worth mentioning is the approach of Darling-Hammond (2010), who, for example, has 
students of the teaching profession or trainees analyse the videography of their teaching attempt 
in order to reflect on their lesson planning as part of the "Performance Assessment for California 
Teachers (PACT)". The focus in this context is on effective teaching and includes the develop-
ment of students' competences (Darling-Hammond, 2010, p. 44). 

 An action-oriented model of professional competence 
If one takes up the critical feedback mentioned at the beginning, this must be manifested in a 
model of professional competence as the basis for the development of video vignettes. Here, 
both the idea and understanding of professional competence (Blömeke et al., 2015; Lindmeier, 
2011; Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al., 2019) of future teachers and the central aspect of teaching 
quality (Berliner, 2005; Kunter & Ewald, 2016; Lipowsky, 2015; Oser & Patry, 1990) must be 
taken into account. 

On the basis of the above considerations, the approach of Lindmeier (2011) on subject-
specific competences (competence structure model, Figure 1) required for the preparation and 
follow-up of teaching (Lindmeier et al., 2013), is an essential part of this theoretical framework. 
Accordingly, in line with the first objective, the question was which idea or understanding is 
the basis of the professional competence of future teachers. On the basis of the models pre-
sented, a model of teachers’ professional competence was to be selected whose components 
reflect both the above-mentioned arguments regarding the training situation and the practical 
situation, as well as the requirements of the KMK. The action-oriented model shown in Figure 
3 is based on the work of Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al. (2019), Blömeke et al. (2015) and Lind-
meier (2011). The elements of the PCK and CK (Figure 3) are summarised according to Lind-
meier (2011) under basic knowledge (Figure 1), while below they can be distinguished between 
two fields of competence. 
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Figure 3 
Action-oriented model of professional competence of 

 
Legend. Walker and Faath-Becker (2019) based on Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia, Kuhn, Brückner 
und Leighton (2019), Blömeke, Gustafsson und Shavelson (2015), and Lindmeier (2011). 

 
In the model by Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al. (2019), these competence components can be 

found under situation-specific skills. The ability to act under time pressure and make teaching 
decisions can be related to the delivery of instruction under the concept of action-based com-
petence (Figure 3, right). For our model, action-based competence is defined as follows: Ac-
tion-based competence refers to the ability of a teacher to react spontaneously and adequately 
based on professional knowledge (Lindmeier, 2013) and taking into account the dimensions of 
teaching (Lipowsky, 2015) in teaching situations under time pressure. Spontaneous means that 
an activation of reflective processes is not possible. With the other two phases, planning and 
reflection (Figure 3, left), the competence facet of reflective competence is linked. This is un-
derstood to mean coping with pre-instructional (planning) and post-instructional (reflection) 
teaching requirements (Lindmeier, 2011). Reflective competence is the ability to cope with pre- 
and post-instructional situations (Lindmeier, 2011) on the basis of subject-specific basic 
knowledge (Lindmeier et al., 2013) and taking into account the dimensions of teaching quality 
(Lipowsky, 2015). These are complex skills that are needed to draw conclusions from the re-
flection of lessons held and to plan lessons (Lindmeier, 2011). Pre-instructional reflective com-
petence refers to the ability to reflect the didactic design of instruction on the basis of subject-
specific basic knowledge and the characteristics of teaching quality. Post-instructional reflec-
tive competence is defined as the ability to reflect on learners' learning processes and products, 
the quality of interaction between teachers and learners and their (re-)actions, and the method-
ological and organisational design of teaching based on the characteristics of teaching quality 
through class observation. 

The second goal of the work – what is meant by competence-enhancing or quality instruction 
– is covered by the presentation of Berliner (2005). Following this idea, instruction is of high 
quality if it is good (by adhering to normative principles) and effective (by achieving the re-
quired competence goals). The distinction between visual and depth structure in class observa-
tion is important here. Above all, the characteristics of the depth structure proved to be charac-
teristics of effective teaching and are operationalised by corresponding quality characteristics. 
In addition to class leadership, cognitive activation and constructive, Lipowsky (2015) empha-
sises, among other things, structured teaching, clarity and coherence of content, cognitive acti-
vation and informative feedback as quality characteristics (Lipowsky, 2015, p. 95). (Kunter & 
Ewald, 2016). 



93 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

Figure 4 
Action-oriented model of professional competence (Figure 3), combined with characteristics 
of teaching quality (Walker & Faath-Becker, 2019; translated from German into English) 

 
 
Based on the models mentioned above and the idea of quality teaching, the action-oriented 

competence facets are now combined with the quality criteria of teaching (Figure 4). The char-
acteristics of the depth structure in particular are seen as indicators of quality teaching, which 
can be related to the expression of the reflective and action-based competence facets as part of 
the professional competence of the (prospective) teachers. These exemplarily listed character-
istics of the depth structure (Figure 4, below, in the middle) are operationalised for a more 
detailed examination of the assessment of action-related professional competences in interac-
tion with teaching quality in video vignettes. For this purpose, the respective feature definitions 
are related to concrete teaching situations in which actions can be observed and reflected upon 
or which can provide occasions for the active continuation of a teaching action. As an example 
of the characteristics of teaching quality, the feedback characteristic is considered in more detail 
here. First, a definition of feedback/constructive support is given on the basis of the above-
mentioned literature: This dimension focuses on supporting learners with comprehension prob-
lems and creating a learning environment in which the interaction between teachers and learners 
is characterised by respect and appreciation (Kunter & Ewald, 2016). 

 Development of a video-based instrument for the assessment of professional 
competence: video vignettes 

In a first step, real lessons in the industrial-technical field of vocational training are recorded 
by means of standardised videography (Seidel & Thiel, 2017). For this purpose, student and 
teacher perspectives are each captured with a fixed camera as well as selectively interesting 
scenes with a moving camera, and separate microphones are used for teacher and learner. The 
evaluation objectivity of the criteria for capturing professional competence in this context is 
determined after the next step: The video recordings are then divided by trained observers into 
sections in which specific characteristics of teaching quality and the requirements of the RC 
and AC can be identified (Figure 5) (Walker & Faath-Becker, 2019). From these video se-
quences video vignettes can be produced in the last step. 
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Figure 5 
Overview of the development of video vignettes (Walker & Faath-Becker, 2019; translated 
from German into English) 

 
 
So far, 21 vignettes have been identified from the recorded lessons and assigned to the two 

competence areas RC (13) and AC (8). For the above-mentioned characteristic "feedback", the 
corresponding definition was used as a basis and a targeted search was made in the video ma-
terial for passages in which the designated actions could be observed either in terms of reflective 
or action-based competence. Thus, for example, the support of learners with comprehension 
problems is expressed in the fact that the teacher shows a corresponding reaction (AC) to a 
pupil's question by either answering directly, reflecting the question back to the class, putting 
the answer to the question back and referring to another process, or leaving the question as is 
without clarifying it. So it is not yet a question of checking the quality of feedback given or 
evaluating it as positive or negative. Rather, sequences in the video material were selected for 
the mere occurrence of the feature and thus only perception – whether positive or negative – 
played a role. This characteristic is thus assessed purely from an observational and not a judg-
mental attitude. A suitable sequence can thus be selected both by the occurrence of the feature 
and the absence of an expected feature. The assessment and allocation of the observed actions 
to the features is carried out by two independent observers, in order to secure each of them 
against each other in a first step. The observations of both are examined with respect to the 
agreement in the assignment of the vignettes to the same characteristic of teaching quality re-
garding the associated competence area (AC or RC). Initial analyses of the objectivity of the 
evaluation show sufficient quality (𝜅!" = .64;	𝜅#" = .47) with a simultaneous large variance 
between the vignettes (Walker & Faath-Becker, 2019, p. 18). 

Finally, the vignettes are integrated into an online environment and enriched with addi-
tional materials. The following example shows the video vignette implemented on the online 
platform for action-based competence and the feedback feature. The introduction to the online 
environment is a brief description of the teaching situation (Figure 6, "situation" above). In 
addition, it is possible to view further planning documents for the lessons, such as essential 
information on the learning group, the classification in the curriculum and a reference to the 
subject content (Figure 6, left). Once the required information on the lessons has been obtained, 
the processing of the assignment can begin. In this example, a technically correct feedback on 
a pupil's answer is to be provided (Figure 6, above). Before the video is started, the editors of 
this action-based competence video vignette are informed that the editing must take place with 
an audio recording/voice output within a predefined period of time. After confirmation of the 
message, the video starts automatically and the editing time runs (Figure 6, right). Now it is 
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possible to document one's own reaction orally, thereby providing technically correct feedback 
on the student's response within the given time. The recording is automatically saved (Walker 
& Faath-Becker, 2019). 

Figure 6 
Start view of a video vignette in the online environment (Walker & Faath-Becker, 2019; 
translated from German into English) 

 
 

 Discussion and limitations 
A video-based instrument for the assessment of "action-oriented" facets of professional com-
petence was presented in the context of the article. This development took place on the theoret-
ical basis of the models of Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al. (2019) and Lindmeier (2011), whereby 
the action-based competence facets focus in particular on the characteristics of competence-
enhancing and quality teaching action. The generated video vignettes are based on real teaching. 
The video vignettes developed in this way (21 pieces) and the characteristics of quality teaching 
contained therein could be identified with satisfactory objectivity. The integration of the video 
vignettes into an online environment in which further information on the teaching situation 
(lesson plans, worksheets, specialist information, etc.) can be viewed completes the instrument. 

To the authors' knowledge, the instrument presented here represents the first video-based 
instrument in the industrial-technical field of teacher training in Germany and Europe. The use 
of the instrument is not limited to diagnostic purposes: the identified video vignettes can be 
used to build up action-oriented competences within the framework of the studies or the second 
phase of teacher training. The focus on the characteristics of quality teaching obviously limits 
the meaningfulness of the instrument developed here, as only a part of the characteristics of 
quality teaching is depicted. The same applies to the construct of professional competence. Alt-
hough, in comparison to other models of professional competence, "action-oriented" compe-
tence facets were integrated into the model, knowledge aspects remained only implicit in the 
instrument, that is, as a basis for teaching action. The video vignettes integrated into the instru-
ment show real lessons, which have both negative and positive consequences. It should be pos-
itively emphasised that the teaching situations represented in the video vignettes depict authen-
tic teaching in all its complexity. But this is also connected with the negative aspect. It is pre-
cisely this multidimensional nature of teaching that can lead to the fact that several character-
istics of quality teaching of varying intensity occur in the video sequences and thus the construct 
to be captured is not exactly depicted (construct irrelevant variance [Downing & Haladyna, 
2006; Haladyna & Rodriguez, 2013]). With the help of these online-based video vignettes, both 
the assessment as perspective and the development of professional competence can be authen-
tically integrated into the teacher training course for vocational schools (Walker & Faath-
Becker, 2019). 
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Abstract 
Today, creativity is considered a success factor across all occupational fields and a core com-
petence of the 21st century. In vocational education and training (VET), creativity is defined as 
problem-solving ability and ascribed to the transversal competences, as such it has now found 
its way into the curricula. Above that, creativity is always context-dependent in terms of work 
environment and the specific demands of an occupation. The aim of the interview study intro-
duced in this paper was to measure facets of creative potential in selected occupations. The 
results show that in the four occupations studied (“commercial clerks”, “specialist in care”, “IT 
specialist” and “design engineers”), different facets of creativity are relevant to successfully 
cope with creative situations. Overall, divergent and convergent thinking were identified as the 
most important facets of creativity in the professional creative situations examined. 

Keywords 
vocational education and training (VET); creativity; creative potential; facets of creative poten-
tial; occupational fields 

 Introduction 
Today creativity is a critical requirement for success and is even regarded as an “indispensable 
prerequisite” for innovative ability (Schubert, 2009, p.1). Together with critical thinking, coop-
eration and communication skills, it is one of the four core competences of the 21st century and 
already embedded in some Swiss apprenticeship curricula, e.g. sales clerk (Lai et al., 2018). 
While psychologists have thoroughly investigated and mostly quantitatively measured individ-
ual creativity, it will be more important for VET to understand how the creative potential of 
employees can be released and used for innovation. Above that, creativity is always context-
dependent in terms of work environment and the specific demands of an occupation; i.e. it can 
be assumed that different facets of creativity are relevant for different activities in different 
occupations. 

In our study, we rely on the standard definition of creativity by Simonton (2012, p. 97) ac-
cording to which: “Creativity requires (a) novelty […] and (b) utility […]”. To measure crea-
tivity, the construct is divided into the following two categories: creative potential and creative 
performance. In contrast to psychology, VET focusses primarily on performance, i.e. compe-
tences (Klieme, 2004), rather than potential. Here, creativity is defined as “creative problem-
solving ability”, which enables the individual to solve a problem successfully in a new way and 
to communicate the solution afterwards (Leone, 2001, p. 385). In order to support creativity as 
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an interdisciplinary competence (see Leutner et al., 2005), the creative potential of learners 
must be promoted. 

Lubart et al. (2013) distinguish creative potential further according to the following facets: 
divergent thinking, convergent thinking, mental flexibility, associative thinking, selective com-
bination, openness, risk taking, tolerance of ambiguity, intuitive thinking and motivation to 
create, which they argue play a smaller or bigger role in the exercise of professions. Moreover, 
creativity is always context-dependent in terms of work environment, i.e. depending on work 
conditions and specific job requirements, creativity can unfold or be constrained. 

Due to the importance of creativity for innovation, various authors (Schubert, 2009; Tang-
gaard Pedersen, 2017) call for creativity to be promoted within the framework of VET. In order 
to support creative development and unleash creative potential, it is important to understand 
what creativity means or entails in the context of different occupations. This paper attempts to 
contribute to the understanding of the role of different facets of creativity in four occupations. 
The following research question guided the study: Which facets of creativity are of central im-
portance in the occupations (“commercial clerks”, “specialist in care”, “IT specialist” and “de-
sign engineers”)? Hereby, two assumptions were made: (1) Everyone can be creative and (2) 
initial VET can help to promote creativity. 

 Literature review 
Psychologists have largely attempted to measure creativity. For that, the construct can be di-
vided into the following two categories: creative potential and creative performance. Creative 
potential is the latent characteristic of an individual to create something original and useful 
(Runco & Jaeger, 2012). It is closely associated with divergent thinking, which can be measured 
by the following indicators of creative potential: fluency, originality, flexibility, and elaboration 
(Runco & Acar, 2012). Fluency, for example, is assessed in terms of productivity, whereas 
many solutions as possible are to be developed for an ill structured problem. Originality is 
related to novelty, statistical infrequency or expert-rated quality of the developed ideas (Runco 
& Acar, 2012; Sordia et al., 2019). Flexibility, on the other hand, leads to various ideas that 
utilize several conceptual categories. The least common one is elaboration in which the indi-
vidual at least temporarily follows an associative path. 

Each individual has creative potential, whereby individual differences are reflected in a high 
or low creative potential (Chand O’Neal & Runco, 2016). Creative potential can be activated if 
an individual is given the opportunity. Individuals may be aware or unconscious of the creative 
potential they possess. Creative potential can be described as an ability that is unfulfilled until 
it is activated as part of an activity. Individuals with creative potential may implement their 
potential in creative activities in everyday life that are not acknowledged as such by society 
(Sordia et al. 2019). In contrast to creative activities, creative achievements are real-life accom-
plishments that are perceived by others. Thus, creative performance is reflected in the product 
created and is expressed in a clear creative behavior (Sordia et al., 2019; Saló i Nevado & 
Pehkonen, 2018). Not all individuals with creative potential make creative achievements, e.g. 
conversion of creative ideas into something new and useful. 

The creative potential of a person is reflected in differential task performance. Depending 
on the nature of the task to be fulfilled, e.g. creating a landscape image or writing a short story, 
different factors of an individual's creative potential are used. Some individuals will have cut 
off well while painting a landscape, while others will be better at writing a short story. Still 
others have a different set of potentials (Lubart et al. 2013), which is why they will not perform 
either task satisfactorily. Since the creative potential of each individual is different, there will 
be a high degree of performance heterogeneity in the evaluation of the results of the above tasks 
(Lubart & Guignard, 2004). 
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Several authors (Lubart et al., 2013; Sternberg, 1988) have identified facets of creative po-
tential that are connected to each other. Sternberg (1988), for example, introduced a three-facet-
model consisting of intelligence, cognitive style and personality/motivation. Lubart et al. 
(2013), on the other hand, divided these facets into five cognitive (divergent thinking, analytic 
thinking, mental flexibility, associative thinking and selective combination) and five conative 
facets (tolerance of ambiguity, risk taking, openness, intuitive thinking and motivation to cre-
ate). We took his differentiation as the starting point in our interview study. Among the facets, 
the most important ones in terms of creative potential are the following: 

 Divergent thinking 
The best known facet of measuring creativity, divergent thinking, dates back to Guilford (1950). 
Divergent thinking is usually been measured by the following three or four variables: fluency, 
flexibility, originality and elaboration (Mumford, 2001; Runco & Jaeger, 2012). It is measured 
in the classical way, in which multiple different solutions to a given problem are generated 
(fluency) or individuals are encouraged to think “out of the box”. Generally, rare and unusual 
ideas (originality) are generated later in this process. 

 Convergent thinking (or analytic thinking) 
Convergent thinking is the ability to choose the most suitable idea from several possible solu-
tions in a highly domain specific manner (Hainselin et al., 2018). It is closely related to diver-
gent thinking. This form of creative performance expects individuals to provide a concrete re-
sponse or achieve a specific objective and assesses the strengths and weaknesses between dif-
ferent concepts (Mohamed, 2014). 

 Flexibility 
Flexibility refers to the ability to change perspectives when solving problems by taking a new 
direction. The problem to be solved is analyzed in more depth, since the individual moves from 
one line of ideas or strategy to another new idea without any external pressure (Lubart et al., 
2013). It is therefore closely related to the concept of cognitive ability which, “measures the 
transition from one location in idea space to another location in that idea space” (Borjas & 
Doran, 2012, p. 3). 

 Associative thinking 
Associative thinking is the ability to bring seemingly unrelated ideas and thoughts together. It 
can lead to creative thinking. Here, personal experiences are of particular importance for crea-
tivity, as they are more likely to lead to new ideas. Usually, associations based on common 
knowledge are less likely to lead to novel ideas (Lubart et al., 2013). 

 Openness to experience (or intellect or culture) 
Openness to experience is a positive predictor of creativity. It is reflected in a general appreci-
ation of art, adventure, unusual ideas, fantasy, autonomy, intuition, self-confidence etc. (Lubart 
et al., 2013). In addition, open-minded individuals consider values such as beauty and imagi-
nation as important (Dollingeret al., 1996). Individuals with less openness have more traditional 
interests, behave more conventionally and think more authoritatively. 

 Risk taking 
Risk taking refers to selecting an alternative with a wider range of possible outcomes (Figer & 
Weber, 2011). Usually, alternatives with higher risks come with greater returns. Risk taking is 
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domain-specific, meaning that someone's willingness to take risks differs in different domains 
like gambling, investing, behaviours relating to health etc. (Figer & Weber, 2011). Risk taking 
is also highly influenced by the situation (what the decision is about and what the consequences 
of the decision are), the decision maker (age etc.), and the interplay of situation and decision 
maker (Figer & Weber, 2011). 

 Tolerance of ambiguity 
According to McLain, Kefallonitis and Armani (2015) there is agreement that tolerance of am-
biguity is a robust individual difference. It describes the way an individual reacts to ambiguous 
stimuli or behaves in ambiguous situations (Furnham & Avison, 1997). Individuals who are 
tolerant of ambiguity favor creative thinking because these individuals are looking for the most 
optimal solution possible. Their creative potential is therefore not blocked by unsolved ambi-
guity (Zenasni et al. 2008). 

 Motivation to create 
Motivation to create can be intrinsically or extrinsically motivated and depends on the task at 
hand. Intrinsic motivation is guided by curiosity, spontaneity and joy, whereas extrinsic moti-
vation is guided by external impulses, e.g. monetary ones, prizes etc. (Deci & Ryan, 1993). 
Extrinsic motivation, which has long been considered detrimental to creative work, is increas-
ingly recognized, at least in part, as relevant and beneficial, as it also contributes to the com-
pletion of creative work (Lubart et al., 2013). 

 Methods 
In accordance with the definition of creativity in VET, which emphasises the importance of 
communication (Leone, 2001), professions have been selected in which there is close coopera-
tion with the customer or other occupational groups. People in these professions often need to 
be able to react spontaneously to requests from customers and team colleagues. Above that, all 
selected professions should require creativity in a variety of tasks, but should not belong to 
typical creative professions, e.g. musicians, artists, graphic designers etc., as these have already 
been more thoroughly researched (cf. Theorell et al, 2019). The selected professions should 
also represent important sectors of the Swiss vocational training system and cover a great var-
iation of professional fields, which show different components of creative potential in order to 
showcase that creativity is relevant across different professions. 

A total of 10 interviews were conducted with three “specialists in care”, three “IT special-
ists”, two “commercial clerks” and two “design engineers”. The average interview duration was 
about 50 minutes. 60% of the interviewees were female, 40% were male. The average age of 
the interviewees was 36.5 years, where the youngest interviewee was 27 years old and the oldest 
interviewee was 55 years old at the time of the interview. The interviewees' professional expe-
rience in the respective profession ranged from 10 to 30 years and averaged 17.3 years. All 
interviewees had a leading position at the time of the interview, e.g. managing director, project 
manager, founder, day care manager etc., within the respective company. 

First, the interviews were transcribed, than the creative work situations were listed in tabular 
form based on the factors mentioned in most interviews: creative action, creative competence, 
specialized knowledge, and creative non-cognitive aspects in a work situation. This standardi-
zation served to make the transcribed data clearer (use of codified procedures, Steinke, 2000). 
Afterwards, the data were discussed and deductively evaluated by a content analysis (Kuckartz, 
2016) according to the most common facets of creativity in the scientific literature (cf. Lubart 
et al., 2013). For an intersubjective understanding, the evaluation process was carried out by 
two persons independently of each other (Steinke, 2000). 
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 Results 

 Facets of creative potential in selected occupational fields 
Table 1 provides an overview of the four most important facets of creative potential that were 
assigned to the professional situations described by the interviewees. This shows that different 
facets of creative potential were identified in the occupations studied. 

 

Table 1 
Assignment of facets of creative potential to professions. 

Occupations 
 
 

“Commercial 
clerk” 

“Specialist in 
care” 

“Design engi-
neer” 

“IT Specialist” 

Facets of 
Creative Po-
tential 
 

• Divergent 
thinking 

• Convergent 
thinking 

• Associative 
thinking 

• Motivation 
to create 

• Divergent 
thinking 

• Convergent 
thinking 

• Openness to 
Experience 

• Tolerance of 
Ambiguity 

• Divergent 
thinking 

• Convergent 
thinking 

• Associative 
Thinking 

• Flexibility 

• Convergent 
thinking 

• Motivation to 
create 

• Associative 
Thinking 

• Flexibility 

Source. Own depiction. 
 

In the following, results are presented for two of the four professions. We first list creative 
situations as described by the interviewees and some information, e.g. special features, similar-
ities, background information. Subsequently, one of these situations is explained by way of 
example. The example serves as a foundation for explaining creative action by the respective 
expert and the knowledge necessary to cope with the situation outlined. Finally, identified fac-
ets of creative potential are explained. 

 “Commercial clerk” 
The “commercial clerks” reported three professional creative situations: The planning and im-
plementation of an event, the organization and realization of a newsletter for a specific target 
group and the evaluation and support in a change process by introducing a new tool. Common 
to all the situations described is that “commercial clerks” are not only heavily involved in plan-
ning, but also in the implementation processes themselves: 

It starts with the concept design of the event. We have a series of events for young 
'commercial clerks' where we invite speakers who talk about current topics. It starts 
in such a way that at the end of the year I collect ideas about what the people are 
interested in […]. Then we brainstorm what we do and decide which topics will be 
used for an event and I check which suitable speakers are available […]. Once that 
is set, I start with the design of the event, which I do in close cooperation with the 
speaker, […]. […], and then it goes on to advertising measures, how do we make 
people aware of it? In the age of digitalization, we are particularly keen to ensure 
that we really do advertise via these channels, wherever the target group is located. 
[E1_commcercial clerk]. 
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The creative action in this situation is the whole design, e.g. planning and realization, of 
the event. The aim is not only to draw the attention of the young “commercial clerks” to a 
specific topic in general, but also to illustrate the benefits of the topic. To successfully cope 
with this creative situation, “commercial clerks” first need declarative knowledge, e.g. 
knowledge about the general procedure for event planning, knowledge about budget planning 
and knowledge about certain advertising channels for youngsters like Snapchat. In this work 
situation transversal skills, methodological and social skills are essential. The methodical skills 
include planning ability, ability to access information independently as well as search strategies 
when using google search. The required social skills comprise communication skills and em-
pathy, e.g. feeling of moods and emotions. 

In order to cope with the situation described above, the commercial clerks must first gen-
erate various ideas, e.g. topic suggestions, speakers, locations etc. for an event (divergent think-
ing), from which they then select the most suitable one based on certain criteria, e.g. costs, 
image etc. (convergent thinking). Afterwards, the different ideas and preferences around the 
event should be linked together (associative thinking). In this case, the planning and organiza-
tion of an event is usually carried out by one “commercial clerk” alone. Since “commercial 
clerks” do not work with a team here, especially during the planning process, commercial clerks 
must have intrinsic, e.g. personal desire to design an interesting event, or extrinsic motivation, 
e.g. reward-oriented motivation, to fulfil the creative task (motivation to create). On this basis, 
the following facets of creative potential were pointed out for this situation: divergent thinking, 
convergent thinking, associative thinking and motivation to create. 

 “Specialist in care” 
In the profession “specialist in care” many professional creative situations were described by 
the interviewees, such as handing over the child in the morning in the nursery, organizing a free 
play, i.e. a non-derived play which is guided by a specialist in care as little as possible, designing 
the morning ritual, i.e. morning sing-along, or creating a play situation with unfinished materi-
als, i.e. moss or other natural materials etc. The creative situations described above have in 
common that it is expected that the “specialist in care” generates appropriate problem solutions 
independently, whereby other “specialists in care” may be present during the application of the 
problem solution. As an example, the handover situation of the child in the morning at the 
nursery will be presented here, which an interviewed expert commented as follows: 

Most of the time these are transitional periods and not long term conditions, but 
short term things, […]. If the situation at home is new, or it [the child] is going 
through something […] that keeps him/her very busy, especially on the emotional 
level this happens all the time. […] It is never the same. The situation comes again 
and again, but you always have to think of something new. [E1_specialist in care]. 

The creative action in this situation is to find a solution, a ritual, to guide the child through 
this process. A possible solution would be “using a hand puppet or by creating an incentive, 
for example a magic glass, where the child is allowed to put a button in it every time it comes” 
[E1_specialist in care]. The professionally relevant knowledge for successfully coping with 
this situation includes declarative knowledge, e.g. knowledge about the different developmental 
stages of the child and knowledge about occupation-related verbal and non-verbal communica-
tion with the child and the parents. In addition, also knowledge about best-practices, e.g. what 
has worked in similar situations, is necessary. As transversal skills, social skills like child- and 
parent-oriented verbal and non-verbal communication, empathy and self-competence, e.g. in-
dependence and self-confidence were assigned to this creative situation. Besides, the following 
soft skills played a role in it: observational skills, knowledge about the particular child, e.g. 
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likes, dislikes and development status, inner strength, needs-oriented thinking, e.g. putting the 
needs of the child first, persuasiveness and imagination. 

In order to solve the described situation, “specialists in care” first have to generate possible 
solutions, rituals, to guide the child through it (divergent thinking). Afterwards, the best solu-
tion should be chosen depending on the situation, taking into account the child's and the parent's 
interests as well as the local conditions (convergent thinking). Since the outcome of this situa-
tion varies greatly from child to child, “specialists in care” need unusual, sometimes artistic, 
but also adventurous ideas and imagination to distract the child from the situation described 
(openness to experience). In addition, working with children is often unpredictable; what was 
successful for a certain child in this handover situation in the nursery does not necessarily work 
for another child. Therefore, the “specialist in care” must deal with situations that are charac-
terized by contradictions and a certain degree of uncertainty (tolerance of ambiguity). Conse-
quently, the following facets of creative potential were primarily attributed to this situation: 
divergent thinking, convergent thinking, openness to experience and tolerance of ambiguity. 

 Conclusion 
Due to the increasing importance of creativity for innovative ability, entrepreneurial success 
and employability, it is important to promote creativity already in VET. The targeted promotion 
of creativity within VET would also help to maintain the attractiveness and competitiveness of 
VET systems in the future. Therefore, it is important to understand what creativity means or 
entails in the context of different occupations and how creativity can be promoted within VET 
in an occupation-specific way. This study offers a first approach in this respect by exploring 
facets of creative potential in selected professions that are assigned to different occupational 
fields in Switzerland. 

The results show that different facets of creativity are important in the occupations studied. 
The facets of divergent and convergent thinking were identified in most described occupational 
situations of almost all professions. This is probably due to the fact that in professional creative 
situations, there are several suitable options, e.g. pathways for problem solving (divergent 
thinking), from which the individual can select the most suitable solution for oneself and ones’ 
situation (convergent thinking). Creative professional situations are characterized by a higher 
level of autonomy of the individual and by rather few framework requirements, which is why 
there is generally more than one possible solution (cf. Fujiwara et al. 2015). Accordingly, di-
vergent and convergent thinking seem to be the most important facets of creativity in the pro-
fessional creative situations examined. 

Generally, the CIT has proven to be a suitable instrument to gain knowledge about creative 
performance in different professions. In principle, however, it would certainly be desirable to 
develop a valid, objective and reliable instrument for measuring occupation-specific creativity 
in VET. To this end, it would be useful to extend this interview study to other occupations and 
occupational fields. Moreover, the quantitative measurement of creative potential within didac-
tically prepared, occupation-specific teaching units would also be useful. On this basis, a com-
prehensive didactic discourse on occupation-specific creativity in VET could emerge, which is 
equally important for all vocational teachers due to the classification of creativity as a transver-
sal competence. Overall, teaching materials could be developed on this basis, which could help 
to eliminate the existing uncertainty of teachers regarding the integration of creativity in the 
classroom. 
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Abstract 
The ethnographic study “VET cultures in a European comparison: social practices in vocational 
classes/courses for car mechatronics and business administration in England and Germany” 
aims at reconstructing a) which social practices are evident in lessons for students for car mech-
atronics and business administration in German and English FE Colleges and b) which and how 
national cultural values, education traditions/philosophies are reproduced in those social prac-
tices. The first empirical findings indicate that two levels need to be differentiated: 1) culture 
of the respective apprenticeship trade (car mechatronics and business administration) and 2) 
vocational educational culture of the respective society (England and Germany). The paper, 
which focuses on the motor vehicle classes, illustrates through the two social practices ‘student 
motivation’ and ‘student-teacher relationship’ that social practices have underlying values/ ed-
ucational traditions and structural conditions. These in turn foster the values/ educational tradi-
tions and thus the social practices in English and German FE Colleges classrooms. 

Keywords 
ethnography; motor vehicle classes; apprenticeship culture; vocational education and training 
culture; England and Germany 

 Introduction 
Starting point for the ethnographic study “VET cultures in a European comparison: social prac-
tices in vocational classes/courses for car mechatronics and business administration in England 
and Germany” is the argument, that teaching and learning are not only influenced by institu-
tions, policies and so on, but also by values and educational traditions (McLean, 1990; Georg, 
1997; Osborn et al., 2003). Thus, the study aims at reconstructing how values and educational 
traditions shape and influence learning environments and social practices (Reckwitz, 2003) of 
teaching and learning in VET. 

The term ‘VET culture’ is understood as a physical and at the same time a symbolic frame 
for the different facets, which influence vocational education and learning processes. This in-
cludes but is not limited to communication and negotiation processes, learner and teacher iden-
tity but also learning environment and subject culture as well as historical development and 
VET policy. The term underlying concept consists of three interwoven elements: culture, learn-
ing environment and social practices (Gericke, 2020). 

The author’s understanding of the first element culture is one according to the cultural turn, 
i.e. culture is understood as a basic phenomenon of social order, which penetrates all areas of 
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society, including VET (Hörning & Reuter, 2004). Culture is thus reproduced in learning envi-
ronments and through social practices and these social practices are shaped by culture (Hörning 
& Reuter, 2004). The second element learning environment is a heuristic and at the same time 
spatial-material and symbolic frame of activities (Schmidt, 2012). According to Reckwitz’ so-
cial practices theory (based on Schatzki, 1996 and 2002) social practices – the third element – 
are behavioural routines, which are based on the actor’s incorporated knowledge and which are 
connected with objects, which the actor uses (Reckwitz, 2003). 

Now these three interwoven elements have been differentiated in single layers and applied 
to the VET system. “The result is a work model which is deliberately designed as a container-
like model of VET culture as it provides a frame or starting model for comparative VET re-
search” (Gericke, 2020, p. 279). The onion layer model consists of seven layers (from the inside 
out): social practices (the core), which are carried out by actors, such as the VET teacher and 
her students (layer 2). The reason for the actors’ interaction is the teaching and learning objec-
tive (layer 3). This interaction takes place in a concrete physical learning environment, such as 
the classroom (layer 4). The physical learning environment is part of an educational institution, 
the VET College (layer 5). This institution is part of the country’s VET system and policy (layer 
6). The country’s VET system and policy is set within the country’s wider economic and social 
context (layer 7). The important point about this work model is that (a country’s) values and 
educational traditions lay across and affect all those layers. (Gericke, 2020). 

Figure 1   
Work model VET culture 

 
 
This comparative study on VET cultures revolves around values and educational traditions 

and “how they explain observable practices” (Alexander, 2009, p. 932) in vocational clas-
ses/courses for car mechatronics and business administration in England and Germany. The 
research questions raised are: 
 

• What social practices are evident in lessons for students for car mechatronics and busi-
ness administration in German and English vocational colleges? 

• Which and how are national cultural values, education traditions/philosophies repro-
duced in those social practices? 
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 Methods 
The two questions raised can be tackled by applying an ethnographic research design. Aiming 
at data triangulation in order to examine a phenomenon — in this case, educational traditions 
acted out in social practices — in a number of different settings and at different points in time 
and space, three kinds of data are collected. 

First, the researcher undertakes lesson observations. Her role is primarily one of a non-par-
ticipative observer. The lesson observations allow the researcher to see social practices of teach-
ing and learning within specific settings. 

Second, the researcher conducts guided interviews with the same students and VET teachers 
observed in the lessons. Here the researcher is able to gain an insight into motifs for certain 
social practices and the persons’ self-understanding. Values and educational traditions which 
have been observed in lessons, can now be addressed directly and connected to the person’s 
self-understanding. 

Last, the researcher asks the students to provide one photograph of their most important 
place of learning within the VET college premises. The world is not only constructed through 
language but also through pictures. By analysing the photographs, the researcher can recon-
struct the habitus of the picture producer (Bohnsack, 2008). 

The sample consists of German and English VET teachers and students for car mechatronics 
(maintenance) and business administration. The data gets collected in two different countries: 
England and Germany: in each case an economically weak/rural and an economically strong/ur-
ban region. 

So far two of four datasets have been collected. This data collection has been completed in 
economically weak/rural areas: in Germany, namely Saxony-Anhalt and in England, Cornwall. 

 
The German data set consists of: 

 
• 13 teaching hours each in classes for car mechatronics and business administration (2nd 

and 3rd year of training) 
• 6 guided interviews with FE teachers (three motor vehicle teachers, 3 business admin-

istration teachers) 
• 6 guided interviews with students (three motor vehicle students, 3 business administra-

tion students) 
2photographs of the most important learning place within the college premises (business 
administration students) 
 

The English data set consists of: 
 

• 25 teaching hours in classes for car mechatronics and 23 teaching hours in business 
administration classes (NVQ 2 and 3) 

• 2 guided interviews with FE teachers for motor vehicle, three guided interviews with 
FE teachers for business administration 

• 2 guided interviews with motor vehicle students, two guided interviews with business 
administration students 

 
As the second data set collection has been finished at the end of February (business admin-

istration in Cornwall) but has not been analysed yet, the presented findings thematise only the 
English and German motor vehicle classes. 

The observation protocols and guided interviews are analysed using the grounded theory 
methodology. For the study’s research object an adapted coding paradigm has been developed. 
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The empirical results presented in the next chapter are structured the following way: first, 
the researcher identified single phenomena/ social practices in the data material (chapter 3.1.1 
and 3.1.2); second, the researcher searched for the value/ educational tradition behind it by 
analysing the data and studying relevant literature (chapter 3.2); third, the author looked for the 
structural conditions present in the data material but also in relevant literature, which foster the 
value/ educational tradition and in consequence the social practice (chapter 3.2). 

Figure 2 
Structure of presented empirical findings 

 

 Results 
A first glance at the English and German data for motor vehicle classes in economically weak/ 
rural areas shows that the social practices regarding ‘student motivation’ and ‘teacher-student 
relationship’ are different in both countries. Having the business administration data in mind, 
though not analysed yet, it is important to differentiate these findings at two levels: 
 

1. vocational educational culture of the respective society (England and Germany) and 
2. culture of the respective apprenticeship trade (car mechatronics and business admin-

istration). 

 Culture of the apprenticeship trade motor vehicle 

3.1.1 Student-motivation 
At the societal level it may be interesting to note that in England the societal status of car mech-
atronics is for various reasons low. In a previous comparative qualitative study (Gericke, 2014) 
a 67-year old English car mechanic says: 

… little was I to know that probably motor mechanics is one of the poorest paid of 
any sort of trade, that compared to virtually almo/ and very poorly thought of ehm 
in this country eh car mechanics, you know. People still felt/ thought of them the/ 
the name they would give him was ‘grease monkeys’ because it was eh, you know, 
they sort of liken to people that all their job was to put ehm grease on the wheels of 
ehm trains and/ and/ and vehicles whatever they were in previous sort of/ in/ in 
earlier years, you know. But anyway, it was, that/ that was a fact. It was quite a 
poorly paid trade. It never been very/ it never really had credit yet. Being credited 
for the amount of knowledge that’s required, you know… (Int. AW l.435-448) 

The low social status shows itself in the derogatory name given to mechanics and the societal 
assumption that there is not much knowledge needed to do the job. 

At the apprenticeship trade culture level it was observed, that English motor vehicle FE 
teachers motivate their students by addressing them as experts and that they are a special group. 
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They are the ones who understand cars and know how to deal with them properly. The normal 
car driver and customer is acknowledged as the other and is in most cases absolutely clueless 
regarding automobile technology. 

For illustration purposes three extracts from observation protocols (OP) are presented: The 
author observed the following in a VRQ level 3 full-time class (Vehicle Maintenance & Repair 
Diploma): 

The English Further Education (FE) teacher Isaac talks with his students about the 
different naming of car components depending whether it is a Diesel or not. They 
had just established – most of his students knew this already – that the term ‘com-
mon rail’ is used with diesel-driven cars. Then he tells his students about a common 
incident when he was working in a garage. As he was talking to his customers about 
their cars’ problem using the correct terminology “’So people said, when I said 
common rail, ‘It’s a Diesel.’ And Isaac would respond ‘Yeah, listen to what I say’. 
(OP 1 14:10-11 ) 

So, Isaac customers thought that he uses the wrong terminology for their diesel-driven cars, 
although it was the correct one. In the same class the FE teacher Isaac states 

There are people, who can’t drive a car. They sit in the car, have a driving license 
but have no sensation. They say, there are so many accidents. ‘Yes, and you may 
cause some of them.’ The class laughs. (OP 2 4:23-25) 

Here the FE teacher suggests that his students have a feeling for driving a car and that they 
are good car drivers. That makes them a special group as there are many people who lack both. 

The same teacher talks in a VRQ level 3 apprenticeship class about tyres. 

Most people don’t check their tyres. They are black and round.’ The class laughs. 
Isaac keeps mocking people, who are not knowledgeable about cars. Now he asks 
the class ‘Who checks his tyres every week?’ Student 2 and student 3 raise their 
hands. (OP 2 5:6-9) 

Again, the teacher establishes a group membership, even a feeling of belonging to the group 
through knowledge about cars, in this case tyres and the proper handling of cars, in this case 
tyre checks. In all three incidents the FE teacher shows his students that they are much more 
knowledgeable about cars, have a deeper understanding of the car’s technology and proper 
handling and that they are a special group, apart from the common car driver. He instils a special 
kind of pride and a feeling of belonging to the group. 

In Germany the societal status of car mechatronics is high. It is still the most popular training 
occupation among young men (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2019, p. 17). In the above-mentioned 
previous study (Gericke, 2014) a German car mechatronic talks about the high demand of 
knowledge needed when doing the job: 

… baker or bricklayer, surely a good occupation, no question at all, but they prob-
ably don’t have this demand for learning and continuing education and so on, like 
this field… (Int. ThS l.612-615, translated by the author). 

This need for knowledge and continuing education is a topic, which re-emerges in the cur-
rent study, when German FE motor vehicle teachers talk about the value of expert knowledge 
and thus the value of vocational qualification and the standing and pride which comes with 
having acquired it. A German FE teacher in his fifties says to his students. If there is no 
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specialist knowledge, then every idiot could do the occupation” (OP HN p. 6). The reader may 
note on the linguistic level that German FE teachers, car mechatronics and students use the term 
‘occupation’ and not like the English colleagues the term ‘job’. In the German working world, 
the term ‘job’ is mostly used for unskilled labour and side-jobs. Another German FE teacher 
also in his fifties emphasises the quality and value of the vocational training compared to the 
vocational training older colleagues had had. The lesson is about disconnecting the voltage at 
hybrid cars – a new topic in the syllabus. 

There you see, how good out training is. […] You are qualified to disconnect the 
vehicle from voltage and secure it against being switched on again and determine 
that it has been disconnected. […] Then put a sign on the car. And then you tell 
your colleague that he is allowed to work on the car now. This is your advantage 
over older colleagues. (OP HK l.74-79) 

 So, this FE teacher gives credit to an up-to-date vocational qualification.  In a nutshell the 
English car mechatronic industry is not very favourably looked upon by society. The observed 
FE teachers try to instil a certain pride in their students and form and address them as a special 
in-group. Whereas in Germany the car mechatronic trade has a good reputation. The German 
FE teachers stress the quality and value of acquiring a vocational qualification in this trade. 

3.1.2 Student-teacher relationship 
The observed apprenticeship trade culture of car mechatronics shows that English motor vehicle 
FE teachers foster a close relationship. They are well informed about the students’ private and 
work life. The following extract from an observation protocol illustrates this: 

As we walk to the break room Isaac tells me that the young woman is a very good 
student. He had taught her brother. Her father owns his own garage and thus the 
young woman has grown up in the garage and has already profound knowledge. 
Then Isaac comments in respect to the young lad who had approached him that he 
seems to be something like a father figure for quite a few of his students as they tell 
him a lot private things. (OP 2 5:18-22) 

During the researcher’s two-week stay nearly all FE teachers told her about their students’ 
private lives. In Todd’s VRQ level 2 HGV class (Heavy Goods Maintenance & Repair Di-
ploma) the author observed the following: 

He asks student B about the well-being of his younger son as he had been in hospi-
tal. After class Todd tells the author about the student’s biography and personal 
circumstances in detail. (OP 3 1:14) 

That the English FE teachers are well-informed about their students’ private and work life 
is partly due to two structural reasons. First, motor vehicle FE teachers have to conduct inter-
views with every student, who wishes to take on the motor vehicle course. The English FE 
motor vehicle teachers tell the author the following: 

Every second week the FE motor vehicle teachers have interviews with prospective 
students on Tuesday night. Isaac tells me about one guy, who only goes to school 
once a week in order to do his maths. He said to the prospective student ‘If you are 
in my class, you won’t mess me up, right? You promise me that?’ ‘Yes’. Isaac 
comments that the student’s father attended the interview. Isaac’s colleagues tell 
me about the additional work which comes along with those interviews. On the one 
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hand they get to know the prospective students, on the other hand they sacrifice 
their evenings for this. (OP 4 p.2) 

Second, motor vehicle FE teachers are also the assessors at the work site. In addition, the 
observed and interviewed motor vehicle FE teachers have a deliberately informal, casual inter-
action with their students. There are two reasons for this. First, they do not see themselves as 
‘normal’ teachers like primary or secondary teachers, who represent the education system and 
the often difficult school careers, which their students bring along. Here are three examples of 
casual tone and friendly banter: 

Student A and Isaac get into a hypothetical discussion. Student A ends the discus-
sion with ‘Fuck you.’ Isaac responds with ‘I love you too’. (OP 1 13:11-13) 
Student A comments ‘Nice drawing, Isaac.’ Isaac asks back ‘Is it?’ Student A an-
swers ‘Yeah.’ Isaac comments ‘I get a hang of it’. (OP 1 19:9-10)  
 
Student A comments on the panel picture which he finds chaotic. Isaac acknowl-
edges that and promises that he will get new pens [the pens are nearly dried out]. 
He says to student A 
 
‘That’s your OCD [obsessive compulsory disorder]. (..) Believe it or not, I didn’t 
want to go there [into this topic]. I tell you all that, so you know what’s out.’ Student 
A and B want to find out which name Isaac gave his car. Isaac says ‘Wash your 
mouth out, when you talk about my little car.’ Student A guesses the name ‘Susan.’ 
Isaac responds ‘Who would call a BMW ‘Susan’?’ The class laughs. Student A 
gives it another try ‘Hortense.’ ‘Hortense?’ ‘Agnes?’ The class laughs. Isaac says 
“You’ll never find out the name of my car’ (OP 1 20:19-26). 

All three examples are from one particular VRQ level 3 class, which is due to the re-
searcher’s lack of time for data preparation. However, this kind of banter had been observed in 
all other motor vehicle classes too. 

 The second reason for the deliberately informal and casual tone is the FE teachers’ profes-
sional identity. The observed and interviewed FE motor vehicle teachers’ professional identiy 
is that of an industry expert, who is passing on knowledge and gives insight into the working 
world. Thus they use to a large extent the same language and manners with their students as 
with their colleagues in garage in order to socialise them for the work in the garage. 

The observed apprenticeship trade culture of car mechatronics shows that German motor 
vehicle FE teachers foster a friendly but distant relationship. First of all, they address their 
students with their surname. Furthermore, the German motor vehicle FE teachers use a very 
masculine tone: 

’Gentlemen, when you have copied that [...]’, further instructions follow. Mr Meier 
asks the class that one or two people are available for the experiment. The class is 
silent. ‘Are you all cowards?’ (short pause) ‘Mr Albrecht. I have chosen Mr Al-
brecht because he is a cosmopolitan.’ (OP 1, p. 3; translation by the author) [the 
student Mr Albrecht is a former soldier, who had been in different war missions 
around the world]. 

Here the teacher addresses the stereotype of brave men vs. cowards. 

A spring falls loudly off the table. The class is startled. Student Albrecht pumps the 
spring up to 90 bar in increments of 10. At 70 or 80 bar, the spring suddenly crackles 
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loudly. Student Schmidt, who is sitting directly in front of the experimental setup, 
is startled and moves away with his chair. Mr. Meier explains that there is no danger 
and asks student Albrecht to increase the pressure. Mr. Meier comments, ‘Mr. 
Schmidt, that almost borders on fear’. (OP 1, p. 4) 

Again, the teacher draws upon stereotype male characteristics like men have no fear. 

Mr Neumann exhorts the student with loud words, ‘Pull yourself together! If you 
think you have to go crazy in the last few seconds! It only ends when everything is 
packed away’. (OP 1, p. 9) 

This example shows that this German FE teacher is clearly the leader of the class. He decides 
what and when to do things. Another difference to the English colleagues is that German motor 
vehicle FE teachers have no say in matters regarding the students’ training companies and thus 
do not talk about this issue with their students. They are quite clear in marking boundaries 
regarding the issues they talk about with their students. The researcher asks the German motor 
vehicle FE teacher Mr Neumann “How do you deal with this information when they report on 
the inter-company training courses? Like last time, when one of your students says that the 
HGV instructor was gone and then they sat there.” Mr Neumann answers: 

By the end of the day, you can't say anything about it. If it’s too blatant, you can 
only recommend to the students that they turn to their trainers, that is, inter-com-
pany training. The school doesn't have to interfere here. (Int. Mr. Neumann l.559-
564) 

In a nutshell the English observed and interviewed motor vehicle FE teachers foster a close 
student-teacher relationship and their communication is characterised by friendly banter. They 
also have the strong professional identity of being an industry expert. There are structural rea-
sons for this. The German observed and interviewed motor vehicle FE teachers have friendly 
but distant student-teacher relationship. They determine about which topics the students can 
talk to them. They are quite clear about that they lead the class. Their professional identity is 
one of a teacher. 

 Vocational educational culture 
Although the majority of the data has not been analysed yet, there are first indications that the 
range of some empirical findings is on a broader general level, namely the vocational educa-
tional culture of the respective country. 

In section 3.1.1 which deals with student motivation it was recognized that the reputation 
and appreciation of the motor vehicle trade is low in England and high in Germany. It can 
certainly be seen as a consequence of this that the reputation and appreciation of vocational 
qualification in this trade is also viewed upon differently in both countries and thus leads to 
different ways of motivating students. In Germany a formal vocational qualification is very 
important in order to enter the labour market – this is not limited to the automotive industry 
(Presse- und Informationamt der Bundesregierung, 2020). Whereas in England in order to enter 
the labour market one needs to have gained experiences first and only then is a vocational qual-
ification of worth. This was often addressed by English motor vehicle FE teachers as well as 
business administration FE teachers and is also found in relevant literature (Omre, 2007; 
Gericke, 2014; Hyland, 2014). In short, the line of argument is: the different standing of the 
national VET system leads to a different reputation and appreciation of vocational qualification, 
which results in different strategies to motivate students in class. 
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Figure 3 
Line of argument in respect to the social practice ‘student motivation’ 

 
 
In section 3.1.2 it was shown that the student-teacher relationship in English motor vehicle 

classes is friendly, even close as the teachers are well informed about their students’ private 
and work lives. This has also been observed in the English business administration classes, 
though friendly banter has been to a lower extent than in the motor vehicle classes. So, there 
seems to be a general close relationship, even a personal relationship in England due to struc-
tural reasons. In the observed German motor vehicle classes the student-teacher relationship is 
friendly, but distant. This has also been observed in German business administration classes, 
though there has not been such a masculine way of communication like in the motor vehicle 
classes. These differences are (partly) based in a) the different assigned tasks for English and 
German FE teachers and b) the different professional self-understanding, which is partly due to 
the national FE teacher training. All interviewed English FE teachers (motor vehicle and busi-
ness administration) see themselves as industry experts (Esmond & Wood, 2017), whereas all 
interviewed German FE teachers see themselves as teachers. In a nutshell, the different profes-
sional self-understanding and task areas lead to different student-teacher relationships. 

Figure 4 
Line of argument in respect to the social practice ‘student-teacher-relationship’ 

 

 Conclusions 
This paper shows that social practices in motor vehicle classes in England and Germany have 
underlying values and structural conditions, which in turn foster social practices. 

The two presented findings are that there are differences in a) how English and German 
motor vehicle FE teachers motivate their students and b) the student-teacher-relationship. The 
reasons for the differences are to be found in the practices’ underlying values and structural 
conditions. 
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With the social practice ‘student-motivation’ and the social practice ‘student-teacher-rela-
tionship’ it was illustrated, how educational traditions/ values and structural conditions affect 
each other and in consequence shape social practices in the FE College classrooms in England 
and Germany. 

References 
Alexander, R. J. (2001). Border crossings: Towards a comparative pedagogy. Comparative Education, 

37(4), 507–523. https://doi.org/10.1080/03050060120091292 
Bohnsack, R. (2008). The Interpretation of pictures and the documentary method. Forum Qualitative 

Social Research, 9(3). http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/arti-
cle/view/1171/2591#g3 

Esmond, B., & Wood, H. (2017). More morphostasis than morphogenesis? The ‘dual professionalism’ 
of English Further Education workshop tutors. Journal for Vocational Education & Training, 
69(2), 229–245. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13636820.2017.1309568 

Gericke, E. (2014). Biografische Berufsorientierungen von Kfz-Mechatronikern in Deutschland und 
England: Eine qualitative Vergleichsstudie. Budrich UniPress. 

Gericke, E. (2020). The value of ethnography and the comparative case study approach in VET research. 
In M. Pilz, & J. Li (Hrsg.), Comparative Vocational Education research. enduring challenges and 
new ways forward (pp. 275–290). Springer VS Verlag. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-29924-
8 

Georg, W. (1997). Kulturelle Tradition und berufliche Bildung. Zur Problematik des internationalen 
Vergleichs. In W.-D. Greinert, W. Heitmann, R. Stockmann, & B. Vest (Eds.), Vierzig Jahre Be-
rufsbildungszusammenarbeit mit Ländern in der Dritten Welt. Die Förderung der beruflichen Bil-
dung in den Entwicklungsländern am Wendepunkt? (pp. 65–93). Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft. 

Hyland, T. (2014). Reconstructing Vocational Education and Training for the 21st century: Mindfulness, 
craft, and values. SAGE Open. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2158244013520610 

MacLean, M. (1990). Britain and a single market Europe: Prospects for a common school curriculum. 
Kogan Page. 

Orme, V. (2007). You will be …: A study of job advertisements to determine employers’ requirements 
for LIS professionals in the UK in 2007. Library Review, 57(8), 619–633. https://www.emer-
ald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/00242530810899595/full/pdf?casa_to-
ken=LvRpyaaAVlsAAAAA:PgcsAUkkKLK1QY-KFmM4wlUe5IYBs3TC9IP-
mGryqWD1dUzDX7R9I7WaS8LHeOTvwdIq89rqkxZoMJaxo5i4hs0q5JfTth-
CoQQmm1s_4dlNib_u6FPgbv 

Osborn, M., Boadfoot P., McNess, E., Planel, C., Ravn, B., & Triggs, P. (2003). A world of difference? 
Comparing learners across Europe. Open Univ. Press. 

Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung (2020). Anerkennung ausländischer Berufsqualifika-
tionen. https://www.eu-gleichbehandlungsstelle.de/eugs-de/eu-buerger/infothek/neu-in-deutsch-
land/berufsqualifikationen 

Reckwitz, A. (2003). Grundelemente einer Theorie sozialer Praktiken / Basic elements of a theory of 
social practices. Zeitschrift für Soziologie, 32(4), 282–301. https://doi.org/10.1515/zfsoz-2003-
0401 

Statistisches Bundesamt (2019). Bildung und Kultur. Berufliche Bildung 2018. Fachserie 11 Reihe 3. 
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bildung-Forschung-Kultur/Berufliche-
Bildung/Publikationen/Downloads-Berufliche-Bildung/berufliche-bildung-
2110300187004.pdf?__blob=publicationFile 

Biographical notes 
Dr Erika E. Gericke is a lecturer at the Chair for Business Education, Department I education 
– vocation – media, Otto-von-Guericke-University Magdeburg, Germany. Her research focuses 
on vocational identity, the history of VET systems and VET cultures especially comparing 
England and Germany. 
 



 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

 
 
Hämmerli, C, & Barabasch, A. (2020). Recruiting apprentices - The experience of on-boarding 
practices in the swiss public transportation sector. In C. Nägele, B. E. Stalder, & N. Kersh 
(Eds.), Trends in vocational education and training research, Vol. III. Proceedings of the Eu-
ropean Conference on Educational Research (ECER), Vocational Education and Training Net-
work (VETNET) (pp. 117–125). https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4005788 

 

Recruiting Apprentices - The Experience of On-boarding Practices in the 
Swiss Public Transportation Sector 

Hämmerli, Christine 
Eidgenössisches Hochschulinstitut für Berufsbildung (EHB), christine.haemmerli@ehb.swiss 
Barabasch, Antje 
Eidgenössisches Hochschulinstitut für Berufsbildung (EHB), antje.barabasch@ehb.swiss 

Abstract 
The professional socialization in a training company is a great challenge for young people. At 
the same time, they have to adapt to new organizational structures, integrate into a new work-
place and competently master new tasks. Successful vocational socialization depends not only 
on the interests, abilities, and expectations of the young people but also on the company and its 
on-boarding practices. The aim of on-boarding measures is to help newcomers to get to know 
the company's structures and to facilitate their socialization into the culture of the company. 
Based on findings of an in-depth explorative case study within the public transportation sector 
in Switzerland, that included interviews with all stakeholders involved in apprenticeship train-
ing, the paper will address the practice of on-boarding in apprenticeship training and arrive at 
conclusions about innovative approaches. 

Keywords 
professional socialization, apprenticeship, workplace learning, case study 

 Introduction 
About 73% of each cohort leaving compulsory education in Switzerland start an apprenticeship, 
the majority within the dual system of education. Most of the young adults are between 15 and 
16 years old when they enter workplaces for a few days a week. In general, there is a high 
commitment of employers in the country towards training apprentices and most of the young 
adults find an apprenticeship placement. 

However, the professional socialization in a training company is a great challenge for young 
people. At the same time, they have to adapt to new organizational structures, integrate into a 
new workplace and competently master new tasks. Successful vocational socialization depends 
not only on the interests, abilities, and expectations of the young people but also on the company 
and its onboarding practices. Research has shown that a high perceived fit between the young 
people's interests and abilities and their career choice can be seen both as a prerequisite and a 
consequence of successful vocational socialization (Singer et al., 2013). In Switzerland, within 
about 20-25% of all apprenticeships apprentices decide to terminate their contract, mostly in 
the first year of training (Kriesi et al., 2016). Although many of these apprentices eventually 
complete another apprenticeship, the process of terminating a contract is often a harmful 
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experience for young people and also causes costs for the enterprise that may be avoided by 
investing more in on-boarding measures (Schörger et al., 2013). Research has shown that a 
positive socialization ideally leads to high work motivation and work satisfaction and a long-
lasting organizational commitment, by that reducing fluctuation (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Saks & 
Gruman, 2018). 

Vocational socialization can be defined as the influence of work on the personality (Frese, 
1983). It is also a process, in which a (young) person learns abilities, knowledge, attitudes, 
values and behaviour to work and learn as an integrated member of an enterprise (Feij, 1998; 
Singer et al., 2014). Working in a specific occupation requires specialized activities, for which 
the development of special (motor and intellectual) abilities and general social orientations, 
such as willingness to cooperate is necessary (Lempert, 2006). 

On the learners' side, a positive parental relationship, a large amount of prior knowledge 
about the training company and a high degree of confidence in making the right career choice 
are key resources for successful vocational socialization, which in turn fosters the development 
of the perceived fit between the interests and abilities of young people and their career choice, 
respectively if the subjective self-concept of a person fits the subjectively perceived require-
ments of the environment (Singer et al., 2014). 

On the training company side, the term "on-boarding" has become established in the research 
literature recently to describe the role a training company plays in socializing and integrating 
newcomers into its organizational structures and culture during the recruitment process (Klein 
& Polin, 2012). The term "on-boarding" can be distinguished from socialization in that it refers 
exclusively to formal and informal measures initiated by the company to facilitate the adjust-
ment and integration of newcomers (Klein & Polin, 2012). The aim of on-boarding measures 
is to help newcomers to get to know the company's structures and to facilitate their socialization 
into the culture of the company (Klein & Polin, 2012). 

The paper will address the following research questions: 
 
1. How are on-boarding measures helping young adults in the public transportation sector 

in their early socialization in the workplace? 
2. How is on-boarding organized within the public transportation sector in Switzerland? 
3. Which attitudes, beliefs and values are found among the trainers involved in on-board-

ing measures? 
4. How do the apprentices experience their onboarding? 

 
Based on findings of an in-depth explorative case study within the public transportation sec-

tor in Switzerland, that included interviews with all stakeholders involved in apprenticeship 
training, the paper will address these questions and arrive at conclusions about innovative on-
boarding practices for apprentices. 

 Professional socialisation and on-boarding practices 
Professional socialisation in a training company is a major challenge for young people (Ba-
rabasch et al, 2020). At the same time, they have to get to know new organisational structures, 
integrate themselves into a new workplace and competently master new tasks. Successful pro-
fessional socialisation depends not only on the interests, skills and expectations of the young 
people, but also on the company and its on-boarding practices. In the following, we will discuss 
the theoretical foundations and selected research findings for professional socialisation and on-
boarding. 

Professional socialisation begins when learners in vocational education and training start 
working in their teaching company. This is the time when young people move from a school 
environment that is quite structured in terms of social interaction, time and subject matter to a 
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much less structured workplace (Singer et al., 2013). In their professional socialisation in the 
workplace, learners have to deal with unknown tasks and role expectations (Ganser & Hinz, 
2007). Professional socialisation can be defined as the influence of work on personality (Frese, 
1983). It is also a process in which a (young) person learns skills, knowledge, attitudes, values 
and behaviour in order to work and learn as an integrated member of a company (Feij, 1998; 
Singer et al., 2013). Working in a particular profession requires specialised activities for which 
the development of specific (motor and intellectual) skills and general social orientations, such 
as willingness to cooperate, are necessary (Lempert, 2006). 

According to Singer and colleagues (2013), successful professional socialisation is charac-
terised by a high degree of fit between a young person and his or her chosen profession, if the 
young person's subjective self-image corresponds to the subjectively perceived demands of the 
environment. In this context, the term fit refers to the correspondence between a person's inter-
ests and skills and his or her vocational training. In analogy to the stage-environment fit theory 
of Eccles and colleagues (Eccles at al., 1993), fit is not defined in terms of the profession, 
company or workplace, but holistically in terms of the apprenticeship as a form of training for 
a specific occupation. The perceived fit develops continuously in a dynamic and reciprocal 
process, because both the working environment and the learners change because of the profes-
sional socialisation in the training company (Singer et al., 2013; Solinger et al., 2013). 

Solinger et al. (2013) found in their study that even if a large part of the adaptation in the 
form of attraction and selection mechanisms had taken place before the time of entering an 
apprenticeship, there are additional dynamic adjustments during the beginning months (So-
linger et al., 2013). The question of under what conditions young people succeed in professional 
socialization during the first phase of their vocational training and how they experience this has 
hardly been researched to date. This may be due to the fact that the question only arises in 
countries with a dual vocational training system and that the focus of vocational training re-
search there has been placed differently to date (Singer et al., 2013). The results of a longitudi-
nal study by Singer et al. (2013) show that, as areas of professional socialisation, integration 
into the working group in the training company and mastering company tasks positively influ-
ence changes in the perceived fit between oneself and the training place. On the one hand, this 
results in the fact that it is central to successful professional socialisation that young people are 
able to fulfil the professional requirements of their apprenticeship (Singer et al., 2013). On the 
other hand, successful integration into the working group and thus the establishment of positive 
social relationships is just as important for experiencing a high degree of fit (Singer et al., 2013). 
According to their findings, a positive parental relationship, confidence in making the right 
career choice and sufficient prior knowledge about the training company are important re-
sources for successful professional socialisation. Furthermore, if the degree of self-regulation 
of the young people was low it had a negative effect on their mastering of company tasks but 
not on their integration into the working group (Singer et al., 2013). 

With regard to our research questions, the findings on the career choice process as a resource 
for successful social integration are of particular importance. Young people, who were confi-
dent in their choice of occupation and had acquired a great deal of knowledge about the training 
company during their career choice process, found it easier to integrate into the working group 
and had less difficulty in coping with in-company tasks (Singer et al., 2013). By acquiring prior 
knowledge, young people seem to be able to form a realistic idea of what to expect in the train-
ing enterprise. This enables them to prepare mentally for the transition, which in turn makes it 
easier for them to adapt to the new environment and the new requirements (Singer et al., 2014). 
In addition to a high perceived fit between the young person and his or her apprenticeship, 
Nägele and Neuenschwander (2016) also found that personality traits, such as reliability, help 
for socialisation in the training company. 
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A successful socialisation process is further dependent on the on-boarding practices of the 
training companies, which support young people both in the process of choosing a profession 
and in starting an apprenticeship. On-boarding can be distinguished from socialisation in that it 
refers exclusively to formal and informal measures initiated by the company to facilitate the 
adaptation and integration of newcomers (Klein & Polin, 2012). Through targeted on-boarding 
strategies, a company can support learning and adaptation processes during job entry (Klein & 
Polin, 2012). It is important that newcomers receive the information and advice they need, 
which can be achieved through the provision of specific information and the allocation of suf-
ficient and appropriate resources. 

From a talent development perspective, on-boarding also offers training companies the op-
portunity to realise a return on investment in the recruitment process and ensure that newcomers 
become quickly engaged and productive (Becker & Bish, 2019). Following the theory of human 
capital it can be assumed: The sooner newcomers can learn company-specific knowledge, un-
derstand and recognize the culture and unique aspects of the organization, the sooner they can 
contribute to the success and competitive advantage of the organization (Klein et al., 2015). 
Considering that the term "on-boarding" refers primarily to measures taken to facilitate the en-
try into a new company, these measures are designed to help learners to take on a role within 
the company as quickly as possible that suits both their own needs and those of the organisation 
(Klein et al., 2015). 

Klein and Heuser (2008) have defined three main purposes of on-boarding practices: Prac-
tices that help to inform the newcomer, those that welcome him or her and those that guide him 
or her. These three on-boarding categories form the framework for the Inform-Welcome-Guide 
(IWG), which is applicable to all organisations, workplaces and contexts (Klein & Heuser, 
2008). The inform category covers a wide range of specific practices and is divided into three 
subcategories: communication, resources and training (Klein & Heuser, 2008). The subcate-
gory communication covers both communications from the company to newcomers (e.g. a wel-
come letter) and opportunities for dialogue (e.g. a planned phone call). The subcategory re-
sources covers practices beyond direct communication that provide resources to new employees 
to help them adapt (e.g. FAQs on hiring new employees on the company intranet) (Klein & 
Heuser, 2008). The subcategory training covers planned programmes to facilitate the systematic 
acquisition of knowledge and skills that a newcomer needs to know (e.g. orientation training, 
induction events). The category welcome includes activities aimed at celebrating the new em-
ployee, expressing appreciation for joining the organisation and giving him or her the oppor-
tunity to meet other members of the organisation (e.g. a welcome dinner) (Klein & Heuser, 
2008). This category includes practices that address the emotional needs of newcomers and 
help them to develop social capital (Klein & Polin, 2012). The third category includes those 
practices that aim to assist actively and directly newly hired persons (e.g. by an assigned em-
ployee) to help them with their transition "from a naive outsider to an effective insider" (Klein 
& Heuser, 2008, p. 265). 

Little research has been done so far on on-boarding practices and their effectiveness. For 
instance, Klein et al. (2015) examined on-boarding practices of ten companies from different 
industries, interviewing managers and HR professionals as well as employees. Another purpose 
of their study was to test the IWG-framework.  The results show that for all five IWG-catego-
ries, the number of practices offered (or experienced) was positively correlated with increased 
socialisation of newcomers (Klein et al., 2015). It turned out that the socialization becomes 
easier with an increasing amount of different on-boarding practices and their positive experi-
ence by newcomers (Klein et al., 2015). Employees tended to mention practices more fre-
quently in some IWG-categories than in others, while all five IWG-categories were experienced 
more formally than informally (Klein et al., 2015). In addition, newcomers found practices 
more helpful if they were mandatory rather than voluntary (Klein et al., 2015). 
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The timing of on-boarding practices also seems to play an important role. However, the 
optimal timing of practices is more complex than simple "the earlier the better" (Klein et al., 
2015). The optimal timing for a particular on-boarding practice may depend on the needs of the 
new employee, the type of practice and the number of offers. Other studies provide evidence 
that organisations have different types of employees on board in different ways. (Klein et al., 
2015). For example, Fondas and Wiersema (1997) found that the broad socialisation practices 
used to on-board managers often differ from those used at lower levels (more informal, non-
sequential and individual). Furthermore, in a recent descriptive survey of on-boarding practices 
conducted by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM, 2011), they found that 
slightly less than half of the organisations persons surveyed handled on-boarding differently for 
entry, mid- and senior level employees. However, which specific practices within the IWG 
categories are most effective in certain situations has not yet been investigated (Klein et al., 
2015). 

To our knowledge, there is also little research evidence on on-boarding practices in recruit-
ing apprentices and their entry into the new company. Barabasch et al. (2020) found in their 
case study on learning cultures at the Swiss communications company Swisscom that young 
people are supported in their transition from the highly structured school to the less structured 
work environment by an introduction week, the 'First Steps Week'. During this week appren-
tices are introduced to the companies learning culture, learn how to use technical tools and gain 
initial insights into company concepts and organisational structures. In Switzerland, however, 
training companies play a key role not only when it comes to starting an apprenticeship, but 
also in young people's process of choosing a profession. Even during the upper school years, 
training companies, in cooperation with compulsory schools and regional vocational infor-
mation centres, organise information events to support young people in their process of choos-
ing a profession. Training companies also offer young people the opportunity to do an intro-
ductory apprenticeship (Schnupperlehre) so that they have the opportunity to obtain a realistic 
picture of the everyday working life in a company (Singer et al., 2013; Nägele & Neuenschwan-
der, 2016). This is meant to give young people the opportunity to experience both the technical 
work content and their direct working environment with co-workers before they start their ap-
prenticeship. This is essential to give young people the opportunity to form a comprehensive 
and realistic idea of their potential apprenticeship place (Singer et al., 2013; Nägele & Neu-
enschwander, 2016). To our knowledge, however, there are no studies on the effectiveness of 
various on-boarding practices both in the context of the process of choosing a profession and 
of starting an apprenticeship. 

 Methodology 
The firm “login” provides VET training for apprentices that work in the public transportation 
sector. It cooperates with 50 partner-enterprises of the sector, for which they organize their 
VET training. A comprehensive case study (Yin, 2014; Yin & Davis, 2007) within various 
Swiss public transportation enterprises that train apprentices in an innovative manner has been 
conducted during 2018 and 2019. Participants represent the main stakeholders in workplace 
training: Apprentices, workplace trainers, personnel that directly works with apprentices such 
as coaches, as well as persons representing different levels of VET management. 

The main data source were 60 semi-structured interviews with persons representing all 
groups of people involved in workplace training. Furthermore 18 site visits at different working 
(and learning) venues were conducted. Data collection was completed by document analysis of 
VET-related documents of the enterprises. Participants for the interviews and locations for site 
visits where selected by the team of researchers together with a VET manager at each enterprise. 
The cooperation in the selection of interview partners lead to a flexible continuing enlargement 
of the sampling in a function of theoretical sampling leading to data saturation, respectively to 
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a profound understanding of the cases. The interviews followed a general interview guideline 
aimed at finding out about daily work, regular tasks, successes and difficulties, the organization 
of VET programs, support by workplace trainers, as well as attitudes, values and beliefs regard-
ing the workplace training. 

Data were analysed by a content analysis (Kuckartz 2016). Two coders coded the entire 
material, supported by the software MAXQDA. The material was structured according to indi-
vidual cases and categories representing different research topics (Kuckartz, 2016). In an iter-
ative process, the narratives were coded according to emerging themes and regularly discussed 
by the research team to ensure the reliability and validity of the data. In this way, a comprehen-
sive and detailed system of categories was derived. The analysis of the coded segments lead, 
among others, to a display of on-boarding practices and how they are experienced by appren-
tices and perceived by coaches and management. 

 Findings: On-boarding in the Swiss public transportation sector 
Recruitment and on-boarding receive increasing attention in human resources and training de-
partments at enterprises. The examples from login indicate how communication, resources and 
training are viewed and practiced. 

 Communication 
In order to ensure that the expectations of the apprentices are matching reality, communication 
about the content of the apprenticeship and job opportunities afterwards, just as much as further 
qualification options, need to be clearly communicated. This helps to prevent that young people 
sign several apprenticeship contracts, but only start one apprenticeship or drop out of the ap-
prenticeship, because their expectations are not met. It is further important to communicate 
about possibilities for employment within the public transportation sector and the general ex-
pectations of enterprises that apprentices would remain in the company as regular employees 
after graduating from their apprenticeship. 

At first, however, enterprises need to reach out to pupils and show that an apprenticeship is 
an attractive option. The use of social media becomes increasingly important in this phase. 

Young people can apply via ‘WhatsApp’; they can photograph their CV and send 
it. We check, whom we have in the pool of applicants and call candidates. And 
when someone feels he or she has an interest in informatics and sends us a video 
instead of a standard application, this is also possible. We need to be open and pick 
people up where they stand, how they tick. (Management) 

The generation Z is regarded as a generation that communicates and responds much more to 
being approached by social media, expects to have flexible and creative possibilities to express 
themselves and communicate with others. They prefer individualized and pragmatic solutions 
over formalism and strictness. Companies have realized that the most suitable apprentices may 
be found more easily, if the flexibility towards other forms of communication is increased. 

 Resources 
Also, in terms of advertising apprenticeships, strategies have been adjusted to communicate 
better with pupils. This requires a wider portfolio of measures to reach out, which can be more 
cost intensive. 

 

We have adapted our recruitment to today’s needs among young people and com-
municate over various channels. In the past, it was sufficient to place a poster 
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somewhere and afterwards we waited for the applications to float in. The challenge 
today is to use social media platforms, videos or whatever. We have today widened 
our portfolio of measures and do much more to advertise our apprenticeships than 
5-10 years ago. (head of training department) 

Not just the ways in which pupils are approached is decisive for their application, but also 
the incentives offered throughout an apprenticeship. 

I think it is important that the apprenticeship is a ‘cool’ one, also with advantages, 
such as the gratis abonnement for our public transport system. However, this is also 
offered in other enterprises and industries. Very good guidance and trust are key, 
that one knows that somebody is there for them, if problems arise. That one feels 
recognized and appreciated and can work independently. The trial of an apprentice-
ship (‘Schnupperlehre’) is very popular, because pupils come to us and try out typ-
ical work situations. They are impressed that they were allowed to work for two 
hours at the counter or the workbench. This is very popular. (head of training de-
partment) 

While soft factors can be communicated, experiencing them would be key. Also, the imagi-
nation how work looks like in various jobs is enhanced when tasks can already be performed. 
With a short trial of an apprenticeship for one to five days (“Schnupperlehre”), pupils can have 
a first glance or collect prior experiences and impressions of the daily work of an apprentice. 
This helps them in their decision making about an apprenticeship, but also provides the enter-
prise with an impression about the young person. 

 Training 
Young people are increasingly interested in further qualification options and often enterprises 
are supportive. There are a number of possibilities that apprentices can make use off, especially, 
if they are performing well. Among them are internal training programs, language courses, ro-
tations into enterprises or departments, where one wishes to gain work experience, or the sup-
port with resources for individuals, groups or teams. It also goes beyond the apprenticeship 
with training options provided for those, who are willing to remain with the enterprise. 

The best apprentices are those, who want to acquire the vocational baccalaureate as 
their first gaol after the apprenticeship, either in part-time or full-time. It depends 
what the enterprise is offering them and I think, it became more flexible over the 
years. Those, who have acquired the vocational baccalaureate want to study and it 
is difficult to predict, whom we want to keep afterwards, to know who wants to stay 
at the company for a longer time. Therefore, we do not want too many of those, 
who change to somewhere else, outside of the public transportation system. (head 
of training department) 

 Conclusion 
Although, the large majority of young people in Switzerland still choses an apprenticeship after 
compulsory schooling, their interest in developing themselves further via graduating from an 
institution of higher VET, a university of applied science or a university has increased. More 
applicants for apprenticeships at Login are asking how the enterprises are supporting their fur-
ther development. The communication channels used at all stages of the on-boarding process 
have increased and include various forms of more creative expressions, such as videos, and 
require more flexibility of enterprises to engage in new forms of exchange. The advantage is 
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that individuals are given a chance to be taken into consideration, because they found their 
individual way to express and introduce themselves – an opportunity that may help to find the 
best matches in about 35 different apprenticeships offered at login. 

Reaching out to pupils via a variety of social media, letting them experience what it means 
to be an apprentice, offering meaningful further qualifications and the incentive to take some-
what individualized routes through an apprenticeship in the interest of their personal compe-
tence development, while at the same time appearing authentic and trustful, helps to be suc-
cessful with ones on-boarding measures. While on-boarding has become more complex today, 
it also provides more chances to find good matches between personal expectations and capaci-
ties and available apprenticeships and jobs. 
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Abstract 
In this article, the final results of an empirical dissertation that reconstructed school-to-work 
transitions in Germany and New Zealand from young people’s perspectives are presented. The 
aims were twofold: first, to reconstruct how young people experienced the transition from 
school to work. The second aim was to analyse whether institutional structures and social values 
influenced these processes and, if so, how the experiences of young people in Germany and 
New Zealand compared. The findings show that for both the Germans and the New Zealanders, 
the school-to-work transition was experienced with pressures and societal demands. The bio-
graphical process is often intertwined with the aim of finding a career or vocational pathway 
that suits a person. This aim can lead to a permanent search for an occupation with the ambition 
of finding the right pathway. 

Keywords 
school-to-work-transition; apprenticeship; biographical research; Germany; New Zealand 

 Introduction: De-standardised transitions from school to work 
The transition from school to work is one of the major developmental tasks in young people’s 
lives. In past decades, youth transitions have become considerably prolonged and de-standard-
ised (Walther, 2006). The term de-structuralisation (Böhnisch et al., 2009) describes social 
change processes that lead to high demands on young people. The youth stage can no longer be 
experienced collectively but has to be dealt with individually. For young people, these social 
changes put high demands on their biographical self-management. They must make individual 
decisions, a process in which their subjectivities become relevant for social integration (Wal-
ther, 2006). 

One pathway to employment is vocational training. In Germany, the transition from youth 
to adult status has traditionally been highly formalised and standardised. The school system is 
selective and prepares students either for university or for a standardised vocational education 
and training system. Pathways from school to work are pre-structured (Walther, 2011). Tradi-
tionally, vocational education and training is the educational sector that most secondary school 
leavers choose. More than 60% of all school leavers aim to directly start vocational training in 
the dual system, which combines in-company and school-based training (Beicht & Walden, 
2019). From October 2018 to September 2019, 525,081 new training contracts were signed 
(Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung, 2020). 
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The difference to many other countries with a training system is that in Germany the dual 
system is structured according to standardised occupation-oriented curricula. In this sense, the 
joint theoretical and practical training have a special status, the vocational training phase. Two 
life course phases that remain separated from each other for a longer time in other systems are 
linked with each other (Sackmann & Rasztar, 1998). For vocational training, the occupation 
can be regarded as the guiding concept (Arnold et al., 2016). 

This article is based on a doctoral research project in which the transition processes of young 
people who terminated their apprenticeship early were reconstructed (Handelmann, 2020). The 
empirical study reconstructed how young people coped with the transition from school to work 
and the biographical relevance of their apprenticeship and analysed the impact of institutional 
structures and social values. This research interest developed from a research project on non-
completion of apprenticeships in the hospitality sector in Northern Germany (Bartmann et al., 
2014a, 2014b). 

The results of the project on non-completed apprenticeships showed that withdrawal from 
apprenticeship is regarded as failure from a societal perspective, since the social norm of coping 
with the transition from school to work cannot be fulfilled. Withdrawal is considered primarily 
from a risk perspective, since it contradicts the ideal of a linear transition and career process. 
Subjects who do not complete an apprenticeship need to process this phase in their lives bio-
graphically (Bartmann et al., 2014). Therefore, biographies of young people who have with-
drawn from an apprenticeship provide access to the biographical relevance of an apprentice-
ship. 

 Heuristic analysis of the processes of searching for an occupation and the biograph-
ical relevance of an apprenticeship 

Following the research project on non-completion of apprenticeships, the aims of the disserta-
tion were first to reconstruct the orientations that were important in the transition process and 
analyse their development in the life course and the apprenticeship’s biographical meaning and 
second to examine the relevance of social conditions by comparing two countries. In this way, 
the relation between the degree of institutionalisation and the biographical relevance of an ap-
prenticeship could be analysed, since transitions from education to work are regulated differ-
ently in societies (Walther, 2013). They are regarded as internationally comparable since they 
are organised to a large extent by the nation state as part of the institutionalised life course 
(Walther, 2010). Differences in the logic of regulating transitions can affect the transition pro-
cess and be reflected in young people’s biographies (Walther, 2013). 

New Zealand was chosen as the second country to provide a contrast with Germany. The 
selection of the country and the heuristics are explained in the following section. 

 A biographical perspective on school-to-work transitions 
Against the background of de-structuralised processes, a subject-oriented research approach 
was chosen. Stauber, Pohl and Walther (2007) point out that the dynamics of biographical tran-
sitions can no longer be analysed from the perspective of institutionalised life courses but 
should be analysed from the subject’s perspective. In line with a subject-oriented perspective 
intended to capture the complexity of the transition process, the process of finding an occupa-
tion is seen as a biographical process that is just as complex and connected with contradictory 
social demands. The concept of transition (Welzer, 1993) offers a corresponding concept that 
enables a less goal-oriented perspective by focusing on the process. 
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 Widening the biographical perspective: A second country comparison 
The model of transition regimes (Walther, 2010, 2013) was used as a heuristic model to select 
a second country. The model refers to different national regulations for transitions in life. Four 
regime types are distinguished: the universalistic regime in Nordic countries, the sub-protective 
regime in Mediterranean countries, the liberal regime in Anglo-Saxon countries such as New 
Zealand and the employment-centred regime in continental European countries such as Ger-
many. The concept “provides a perspective that goes beyond institutional structures and in-
cludes ideological concepts and cultural values that inform both transition policies and young 
people’s orientations and coping strategies” (Walther, 2006). 

The project focused on Germany and New Zealand to provide maximum contrast: In em-
ployment-centred transition regimes, failed transitions are considered a lack of education or 
socialisation in subjects’ lives (Walther, 2013). In Germany, young people failing to enter vo-
cational education are called ‘untrainable’ (Walther, 2006). Youth is constructed as a phase in 
which the search for a standardised occupational position is socially expected (Walther, 2010,). 
This can also be seen in the occupational principle mentioned above, which is constitutive for 
vocational training in Germany and structures the pathway to an occupation. 

In contrast, liberal transition regimes focus on individual rights and responsibilities, and 
failed transitions are regarded as subjects’ non-willingness to work (Walther, 2013). Youth is 
regarded as a phase in which achieving economic independence is the primary goal. The path-
way to employment in New Zealand is based on the concept of employability (Walther 2010), 
which focuses on market-oriented requirements (Kraus, 2006). 

In 2017, 62.942 young people left school in New Zealand. Of these, 61.2% enrolled in ter-
tiary education at all levels during the first year after school (Education Counts, n.d.). In 2018, 
13.525 new apprenticeship contracts were signed (Education Counts, n.d.). 

Apparent transition regime-related differences can be reflected in the biographical relevance 
of an apprenticeship. 

 Methodology and methods: Biography and the approach to the intersection of subject 
and society 

The aim of the doctoral study was to reconstruct school-to-work transitions from young peo-
ple’s perspectives. The methodological framework consisted of the concept of biography, 
which offers an approach to the intersection of subject and society (e.g. Dausien, 2004). With 
its roots in the Chicago School’s sociological tradition, the biographical method analyses social 
problems from the individual’s perspective (Siebert & Szczepanik, 2015). The term biography 
is meant as a social construct that comprises social reality and the subject’s experiential world. 
Biography develops in interaction with others and enables a subject to construct and experience 
continuity and a meaningful interpretation of their own life. The educational biographical ap-
proach focuses on individual strategies to cope with structural requirements and analyses sub-
jective concepts of the self and the world (Marotzki, 2005). 

Biographical approaches aim not merely to describe the individual’s perspective but also to 
focus on how the individual narrates their perspective on social reality and their involvement 
with and action within this reality to reconstruct it in biographical processes. The researcher is 
not only interested in what stories people tell but also in how they tell their stories. 

In Germany1 and New Zealand, 21 biographical narrative interviews with young people who 
have withdrawn from an apprenticeship in the dual system were conducted. In line with the 
project on non-completion the project focused in New Zealand on apprenticeships in the hos-
pitality sector (e.g. cookery). However, I widened the sample and conducted two interviews 

 
1  Many thanks to Prof. Dr Sylke Bartmann and Prof. Dr Astrid Hübner for their kind offer to work with the 

interviews from the research project in my dissertation. 
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with young people who had terminated their hairdressing apprenticeships. Most important for 
the sample construction was that the interview partners had experiences within the dual system, 
i.e. with in-company and school-based-training. 

The transition processes were reconstructed using Fritz Schütze’s narrative analysis method 
(Schütze, 1983). By contrasting the experiences of young people in Germany and New Zealand, 
it was possible to analyse the influence of social conditions on biographical pathways. I did not 
aim to compare the biographical processes and orientations of young people in Germany with 
those in New Zealand. Instead, I focused on transitional structures and discourses and how they 
were reflected in young people’s narratives. 

During the analysis process, the dimensions relevant for the comparison became obvious, as 
follows: concept of the professional world, professional self-concept, approach to the search, 
biographical relevance of the apprenticeship and coping with the withdrawal from the appren-
ticeship. The case reconstructions were compared on the basis of the dimensions. Finally, the 
results were condensed in a typology, which includes and expresses the orientations and coping 
modes. 

 Findings: The search for an occupation —a typology of orientations 
Based on the case reconstructions and comparisons, four orientation types that enable young 
people to cope with the transition from school to work and are relevant in the search process 
for an occupation were analysed, as follows: 

 
• Type 1: Institutional-oriented 
• Type 2: Recognition-oriented 
• Type 3: Self-actualisation-oriented 
• Type 4: Conformity-oriented 

 
In the following section, the four search types are presented, the comparison dimensions are 
clarified, and illustrative examples from the data are included. 

 Type 1: Institutional-oriented 
The institutional-oriented type experiences the transition from school to work as a societal re-
quirement that needs to be dealt with after school. This type sees themselves as an insecure 
person who does not know which pathway to choose. They need to find an occupation that suits 
them and enables them to integrate socially. It is important for this type to know what to expect 
from the future to feel certain, and societal norms orient them. The apprenticeship content (i.e. 
the occupation or the professional field) is less relevant than the certainty. 

The need for predictability leads to a transition phase with several steps that reflect the logic 
of the search approach: ideas for career pathways arise from suggestions by significant others. 
In this context, family references offer orientation. Internships, jobs and significant others’ suc-
cessful employment pathways show feasible ways to employment, and ideas can be validated. 
For the institutional-oriented type, the relevance of the apprenticeship consists of realising their 
own pathway in accordance with the norm. After withdrawal, the pressure to find the right way 
increases. 

The following excerpt from the case study ‘Eduard Müller’2 illustrates the process that leads 
to the decision to take an apprenticeship. Eduard is an institutional-oriented search type who 
orients himself towards societal norms. He reviews a decision several times to feel confident 
about it: 

 
2  Names have been changed for reasons of anonymity. 
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Something that could also be worth mentioning is how I got the idea to want to 
become a fully trained hotel clerk. My sister works as a receptionist . . . and my 
parents just thought at some point, ‘Listen, Eduard, how about you do that too?’ 
Maybe after that I thought to myself, ‘Well, yeah, that wouldn’t actually be such a 
bad idea. That would be something new’. It is something exciting. I went on to 
undertake about four different traineeships in different hotels [He elaborates on his 
traineeship experiences], and I enjoyed all the traineeships. Well, there was nothing 
to be said against it. I couldn’t say, ‘Yeah, I don’t like the work of a hotel clerk’. 
The fact that my sister had finished her training just added to me saying to myself, 
‘Yes, okay, that is what you want to do now’. 

 Type 2: Recognition-oriented 
The recognition-oriented type is similar to the first type, but the norm orientation is less relevant 
for the search process. This type also experiences the transition from school to work as a societal 
demand and copes with the demand by prolonging the decision-making process. The search for 
an occupation is primarily associated with striving for recognition. 

This type sees themselves as a novice, i.e. as a person who has never known what they want 
to do professionally. With this self-concept, significant others are left to decide on their voca-
tional path. Their expectations are used as a compass. By orienting themselves towards their 
significant others, a decision for an occupation can be postponed. However, at the same time, 
this type receives recognition by following significant others’ ideas. Accordingly, the biograph-
ical meaning of the apprenticeship is to gain recognition. The institutionalised forms of transi-
tions are not relevant. After withdrawal, this type’s own interests and ideas become more rele-
vant for the search. 

The case study ‘Neil Günther’ exemplifies how a recognition-oriented search type can get 
the idea to start an apprenticeship. The interview excerpt illustrates how the decision-making 
process is initiated by other people and agreed to by the subject to gain recognition, although 
their own motivation is low: 

I sat next to them [his colleagues] at dinner, and, I don’t know, they asked me. So 
they said, ‘You don’t want to live your whole life without an apprenticeship’ and 
then ‘What do you like to do?’ Then I said, ‘Well then’, I said, because I often made 
waffles, always made waffles or helped to prepare the salad buffet or something 
like that, and then I was asked if I would like to do an internship […] and then I 
said yes, so because I like to cook in my free time I said ‘Yes, we can do it’. 

 Type 3: Self-actualisation-oriented 
The self-actualisation-oriented type identifies with the occupation, and the pathway is prede-
termined by high identification with an occupation. Persons who belong to this type see them-
selves as experts, and the professional world is seen as one in which an expert can experience 
belonging and gain further expertise. 

This type actively follows the steps into an occupation and orientates themself towards their 
own interests and competencies aimed at developing a career. The apprenticeship is relevant 
for the decision not only in terms of content but also as an institution. However, the idea of 
professionalisation and certification is also important for this type. After withdrawal, the search 
process becomes more pragmatic and the financial aspects more important. 

For Blair Benseman, a self-actualisation-oriented search type, the occupation was always 
clear and so self-evident that one can hardly speak of a search: 
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 I’ve always, I guess back when I was eleven or twelve . . . or after the movie, the, 
um, kids’ movie Ratatouille . . .  yeah, so ever since that movie . . .  I was like, 
‘Wow, I wanna be a chef’. 

 Type 4: Conformity-oriented 
The conformity-oriented type has an optimistic perspective on the professional world and sees 
themselves as a person with a wide range of interests. However, this type is also strongly in-
volved in relations with others and their ideas. This tension makes it difficult to follow their 
own ideas when they differ from other persons’ suggestions as well as societal norms. In this 
case, the transition is crisis-laden: social demands are not fulfilled after leaving school. The 
search is characterised by an optimistic and flexible approach, which is diversely oriented. Nev-
ertheless, the search for an alternative career path to social expectations remains difficult and 
crisis-laden. In the process, the ability to act increasingly dwindles as the socially expected 
institutional basis is missing. The case ‘Sarah Webb’ offers insight into the process of a person 
who is a conformity-oriented type: 

When I left school, I tried university because I thought that’s what everyone does . 
. .  and my mum was like, ‘Well, yeah, go to university, that’s, you know, you need 
a degree. It’s important to have a degree’. So I went to university and I did social 
studies, I did arts, I did [laughing] Spanish and I did music [laughing], and that's 
kind of a good example like the range of things I’m interested in, and I have like a 
million interests, and I wanna do everything, and I wanna do them all well, and I 
wanna do them all now,but that means that I end up just doing nothing [laughing]. 

 Summary of findings 
The biographical research approach and the corresponding analysis of concepts of the profes-
sional self and the professional world offer reconstruction of different approaches to the search 
for an occupation. Case reconstruction shows how approaches to the search for an occupation 
can differ. Depending on their self-concept and their concept of the professional world, subjects 
experience either more or fewer possibilities to shape their own biographical pathway. Accord-
ingly, they cope with the transition either actively or passively: search types who see the pro-
fessional world as a space where they can include their own professional ideas and who have 
their own ideas and wishes for their career differ from search types who experience the profes-
sional world in a restrictive way and who need certainty more than flexibility to cope with the 
school-to-work transition. 

Although four search types were identified in the German and the New Zealand data, some 
similarities and differences reflected in the interviews can be discussed against the backdrop of 
the different transition regimes. For both the young Germans and the New Zealanders, family 
and significant others were important social resources for support in the transition phase, and 
the institutionalised forms of education offered orientation. Differences could be identified re-
garding the specific institutions: apprenticeships could be described as a specific transition pat-
tern in the German sample, which is less relevant for New Zealanders. 

Work-related experiences are important for transition: while young people in the German 
sample referred to internships during school that enabled them to orient themselves in the pro-
cess of finding an occupation, young people in the New Zealand sample referred to their expe-
riences in part-time jobs that became important for their pathway. 

Economic aspects regarding the financing of apprenticeships and their lives were exclusively 
brought up in the New Zealand sample, as was travelling. As an institution, it becomes relevant 
for the transition from school to work. 
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How the young people experienced the relationship between apprentice and supervisor is 
another difference. An asymmetry in the relationship was experienced by the Germans, leading 
to challenging situations as apprentices. However, this asymmetry was regarded as a legitimate 
dynamic of the apprenticeship. The case reconstructions showed that some New Zealanders 
started their apprenticeship without knowing what to expect from the training. Irritations arose 
from the hierarchy experienced between apprentice and supervisor and the concept of appren-
ticeship itself (e.g. the duration and content of the apprenticeship). 

However, for both the Germans and the New Zealanders, the school-to-work transition was 
experienced with pressures and societal demands. The case reconstructions showed that transi-
tion is a complex phase in young people’s lives and not a decision that can be made easily for 
a specific pathway. Young people aim to belong to society, and vocational pathways and occu-
pations are regarded as an important aspect of becoming a member of society. The case recon-
structions showed that the biographical process was often intertwined with the aim of finding a 
career or a vocational pathway that suits the person. This aim can lead to processes that can be 
described as a permanent search for an occupation: young people remain in a persistent search 
process with the ambition of finding the right pathway. 

 Conclusion: Searching, not finding 
Social changes continue to have an enormous impact on young people’s lives. Concepts like 
de-structuralisation refer to the processes of individualisation, diversification and difference. 
These processes lead to new risks, since young people can no longer rely on traditional struc-
tures and predictable pathways. 

Against the backdrop of modern societies’ structures and a context of de-standardised tran-
sitions to work, young people are increasingly responsible for navigating their own way into 
working life. After compulsory education, they are expected to enter employment or further 
education. Vocational training, such as an apprenticeship, is one possible choice. However, no 
matter what path young people choose, it is not only an autonomous and free choice but also a 
cultural and societal expectation. In vocational education and training research it is not possible 
to focus on a normal biography. Instead, individual life courses need to be the focus. Since 
social changes lead to different life courses, it is necessary to understand the subject’s perspec-
tive. As shown above, by using the biographical method, it is possible to access the reality of 
young women and men’s lives. The analysis does not only include the question of whether 
social reality is experienced individually, because the impact of social norms has to be taken 
into account as well. If we do not focus on society, social problems are seen as individual prob-
lems. 

In summary, with reference to the typology and the reconstructed biographical search pro-
cesses, it can be stated that the searching—and not the finding—of an occupation can be char-
acteristic of the pathway to employment, a path in which self-involved ideas and visions for a 
future career still emerge. The transition is often not an actively planned and goal-oriented pro-
cess in terms of a decision for a specific occupation. Instead, the process often remains open 
and is characterised by the search for an occupation. In transition research, a focus on searching 
(instead of finding) allows consideration of the openness of the process as well as its loops. 
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Abstract 
Validation of prior learning (VPL) becomes more and more relevant as educational pathways 
are diverse and often don`t involve formal degrees which are still of importance on the German 
job market. The project “Competence assessment of unskilled workers at VET schools as prep-
aration for an external examination (KofeBS)” was initiated 2017 in the Federal State of Bre-
men in order to help unskilled workers getting a formal degree. Hence a competence assess-
ment, which can be integrated into the regular daily operations of a VET school was developed 
and tested in the project. After a funding period of three years it can be stated, that the developed 
procedure fulfils its purpose in this application scenario and leads to the desired results: to 
measure the level of competences of unskilled workers by assessment to identify gaps that still 
need to be closed before taking the final exams. 
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 Introduction 
Due to a high amount of unemployed unskilled workers, the Federal State of Bremen decided 
to find a way to validate their knowledge and skills in order to support this group by getting a 
formal degree. Qualifying this group of people for the labour market has various advantages 
for the different players, including (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018; Matthes 
& Severing, 2017): 

 
• Unskilled workers are often unemployed or marginally employed and rarely perform de-

manding jobs. Appropriate formal further training increases their chance of a permanent 
employment. 

• The professional integration of unskilled workers relieves the social funds, since the re-
cipients become contributors. 

• The shortage of skilled workers in Germany can be countered by further training 
measures and therefore economy can be supported. 

• The acquisition of a formal degree can improve the integration of people with a migration 
background. 
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Alternatives to acquire a formal qualification apart from the recognised apprenticeships are 

the so-called "retraining" and the "external examination". Retraining is a shortened education 
programme for adults and it usually takes about two years. It is based on the “Third Book of 
the Social Security Code” (Social Code - Book III - Employment Promotion) and the Voca-
tional Training Act” (BBiG) and qualifies - with a final examination - for a new profession. In 
the case of the external examination, qualified persons can directly take part in the final exam-
ination of the respective reference profession. The external examination as an instrument for 
formal qualification without having to accept long training periods is therefore becoming in-
creasingly attractive for many actors. Admission to final examination without the long training 
period receives, who has worked at least one and a half times of the regular VET-training as an 
unskilled worker in the profession in which an examination is desired. Due to the fact that a lot 
of workers already have many experiences on the job and are aiming to get a formal degree in 
a short period of time, KofeBS only focusses on the external examinations. 

At the beginning of the project the arising questions were: who would be best to carry out 
these competence assessments and which process and instruments should be implemented to 
get suitable results. Our research showed, that VET schools have the necessary expertise for 
this task, as they are familiar with the content of the training of a respective apprenticeship and 
VET teachers have pedagogical skills to deal with participants. Therefore in 2017 the project 
KofeBS which integrates five VET schools in Validation of Prior Learning (VPL) as a trial has 
been approved by the Senator of Economy, Labour and Europe and is funded by the ESF. The 
development of the competence assessment, its evaluation and the scientific monitoring of the 
process is executed by the Institute Technology and Education (ITB) of the University of Bre-
men. Implementation and testing at the VET schools is made possible through compensation 
hours for VET teachers involved, which are provided by the Senator for Children and Education 
in Bremen. Assessments are currently carried out in eight recognized training occupations (sec-
tors: logistics, commercial, food technology and personal care). There is also a close, partner-
ship-based cooperation with the external advice centre for post-qualification (NQE)1, whose 
customers are participating in KofeBS. The leading research questions have been: 

 
1. How can informal and non‐formal learning be recorded accurately with respect to passing 

the final exams in order to be acknowledged as a trained worker? 
2. Which process structure elements lead to a goal‐oriented procedure? 
3. Which competency assessment tools are suitable for the very heterogeneous and often out 

of‐school target group? 
4. How can competence assessments for external persons be integrated into regular VET‐

school operations? 
5. How can the VET school teachers be optimally prepared for the competence assessments 

of unskilled workers? 
 

In this paper we would like to focus on the first and fourth research question. The first ques-
tion was the starting point in the first project half and will be described in the following chapter. 
As an ESF funding is limited and there is a high interest of all actors to sustainably implement 
the assessment after the funding period the fourth question was predominating in the second 
project half and therefore will be presented in chapter three. 

 
1 https://www.nqe-bremen.de 
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 Theoretical framework 
In order to develop a suitable assessment procedure various factors had to be considered. First, 
it was important that all actors involved have the same understanding of the term "competence", 
since the use of the term has increased significantly in vocational education and training and it 
is used synonymously with terms such as skills, abilities, knowledge, qualifications and also 
performance, which are not the same. Furthermore, the prevailing conditions at the VET 
schools and the target group of unskilled workers had to be taken into account. Since other 
projects with a similar target group have already achieved good results with competence as-
sessment procedures and, in addition, neighbouring European countries have more experience 
with VPL, it was important to examine these experiences in advance to be able to use them as 
a guide. In the following subchapters these factors will be briefly described, and the developed 
competence assessment procedure used in KofeBS presented. 

 Definition of the term “Competence” 
The KofeBS competence model, on which all participating partners agreed, takes up the defi-
nitions of the vocational action competence of the Standing Conference of Ministers of Educa-
tion and Cultural Affairs for the Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany (KMK)2 and the 
German Qualifications Framework (DQR)3 and unifies them however, by dividing the voca-
tional action competence into the two dimensions "professional competences" and "transversal 
competences". Self-competence, personal competence and social competence from the KMK 
and DQR competence models fall under the category “transversal competences”. Methodolog-
ical skills, learning skills and communicative skills are part of both dimensions (Figure 1). 

Figure 1 
Competence understanding of KofeBS-project 

 
 

2.3 Prevailing conditions 
As mentioned before two things had to be considered for the development of the competence 
assessment: the diverse target group and circumstances at the VET-schools. The group of "un-
skilled workers" are people without completed vocational training - they are also referred to as 
"not formally qualified (nfQ)" (Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung, 2017, p. 327). In general, 

 
2  "The willingness and ability of the individual to behave properly in professional, social and private situations 

as well as individually and socially responsible." (Kultusministerkonferenz, 2007) 
3  "The ability and willingness of the individual to use knowledge and skills as well as personal, social and 

methodological skills and to behave in a well-thought-out and individually and socially responsible manner." 
(Bund-Länder Koordinierungsstelle für den Deutschen Qualifikationsrahmen für lebenslanges Lernen, 
2013). 
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experience shows that the group of unskilled workers is extremely heterogeneous. It can range 
from people who have dropped out of their studies or training, to job changers who have been 
working outside of their field for a long time, to people who have no school-leaving qualifica-
tions or who have a migration background. Due to the heterogeneity, the age of unskilled work-
ers also varies widely. Therefore, it must be possible to adjust instruments and procedure to a 
certain extent to the individuals. Regarding the circumstances at VET schools the implementa-
tion of competence assessments is subject to organizational framework, time framework as well 
as personnel resources like e.g. room occupancy, school holidays or schedules. These re-
strictions have an impact on all competence assessment steps: they have to be adapted to the 
schedule of a teacher and due to this the duration of a competency assessment process may be 
extended. 

 Synopsis of competence assessment procedures in Europe 
In Germany and Europe, there are already a variety of tools for determining competence, often 
they are used in recognition procedures for informal learning. In countries such as Denmark, 
Switzerland, Norway, Finland, the Netherlands or France, the measures are partly nationally 
established and are based on a legal basis. 

For our synopsis, six measures were taken into account: the Competence Check (Howe & 
Knutzen, 2015), Komet NRW (Stegemann et al., 2015), Prototyping Transfer (Westdeutscher 
Handwerkskammertag, 2013), Valikom (Deutscher Handwerkskammertag & Deutscher Indus-
trie- und Handelskammertag, 2018), Anerkendelse af Realkompetencer from Denmark (Minis-
try of Education Denmark, 2008) and validation of educational achievements from Switzerland 
(Kanton Zürich Bildungsdirektion biz Oerlikon). They were selected because they are also sub-
ject to similar framework conditions and objectives and therefore seemed to add value for the 
KofeBS project. The basic selection conditions for all measures were freely accessible docu-
mentation. Criteria for examining the measures had been set up, as they seemed to be important 
factors for the transferability to the procedure of KofeBS. The criteria selected for the synopsis 
have been: 

 
• Target: lists what exactly should be determined by the competence assessment. In addi-

tion, it is examined whether the measure has a summative or formative function. 
• Target group: influences the development of a competence assessment procedure signif-

icantly. 
• Curricular framework: for the external examinations, existing knowledge and deficits of 

an individual must be determined, the analysed measures should be connectable to the 
respective national formal system of training or it should be used to pursue a similar aim. 

• Understanding of “competence”: is often defined differently, therefore the understanding 
of it in the respective measure should be considered in order to compare to what extent it 
is congruent with the understanding of competence at KofeBS. 

• Procedure: the process of determining competences is analysed and instruments used in 
the assessment are described. 

• Administrative framework: includes the location, duration and cost of the competence 
assessment. 

• Quality control: check whether quality assurance takes place in the competence assess-
ment (procedural rules, uniform standards and whether the validation actors have special-
ist expertise.) 
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  Choice of assessment procedure and instruments 
The synopsis revealed that with regard to the procedural steps, it can be said that steps such as 
"advice", "documentation", "evaluation/assessment" and finally the issuing of a report/certifi-
cate are recurring elements in all measures. This can be seen as an indicator that these steps 
have proven themselves in practice. This assumption is supported by the European Centre for 
the Development of Vocational Training (European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
Training, 2015): 

To clarify the basic features of validation, the recommendation identifies four dis-
tinct phases: identification; documentation; assessment; and certification… These 
phases are mixed and balanced in different ways, reflecting the particular purpose 
of each validation arrangement. (European Centre for the Development of Voca-
tional Training, 2015, p. 16) 

Regarding the instruments, it can be stated that especially self-assessment and external as-
sessment, trial work and technical discussion are recurring elements and therefore good practice 
elements can be assumed. Taking into account the results of the synopsis as well as the hetero-
geneous target group and the framework conditions at the VET schools, the following conse-
quences were drawn for the competence assessment and its instruments within KofeBS: 
 
• Use an iterative process to determine competence 
• Divide the procedure into the phases of identification, assessment and evaluation. 
• Create the greatest possible flexibility in terms of time and place by using digital media 

to carry out the competence assessment (here: competence-check4). 
• Take time restrictions of the participants and the teachers into account. 
• Use self-assessment as an instrument at the start of balancing. 
• Use technical discussions to assess existing skills. 
• Capture existing knowledge using complex learning tasks. 
• Capture practical skills through the use of work process-oriented tasks. 
• Use the general curriculum and the requirements of the final examinations of the respec-

tive profession as the basis for determining the competence. 
• Enable participant-specific selection of instruments from a set of developed instruments. 
• Consider the fears and desires of the participant. 
• Avoid the impression of an exam situation. 
• Use uniform templates to document the procedure and quality assurance. 
 

Based on these considerations a procedure with five steps was designed. It was tested within 
the first project year. After evaluation (by questionnaire for participants and teachers and group 
discussion within the project group of teachers and ITB), it was transformed to a procedure 
with four steps in order to reduce the length of the assessment procedure for the participants 
(Figure 2). 

Both participants as well as teachers evaluate the procedure and its instruments as very 
feasible and expedient for their needs. After the development process, the project is now in the 
phase to find out, how our developed competence assessment can be implemented without fur-
ther ESF support. The analysis is described in the next chapter. 
 

 
4 https://kompetenz-werkstatt.net/tools/kompetenz-check 
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Figure 2 
Flowchart of the procedure of KofeBS 

 

 

 Permanent integration of competence assessment into regular VET-school operations 
Apart from further optimisation since 2019 recently our research focusses on examining the 
conditions under which KofeBS can be implemented sustainably. For this reason, the frame-
work conditions at the participating schools were analysed in order to develop different scenar-
ios. Of course, the circumstances on site differ, but all schools have certain starting conditions 
in common, which affect the implementation of competence assessment (Figure 3).  

Figure 3 
Factors influencing competence assessments at VET schools 

 
 

 Research method 
Expert interviews with involved teachers, principals and other project related persons were con-
ducted to take a closer look at these factors. The theoretical point of reference is the concept of 
Meuser and Nagel (Meuser & Nagel, 2002): "Expert*inneninterview – vielfach erprobt, wenig 
bedacht” (Expertinterview – tried and tested many times, little considered). Since research prac-
tice often deviates from the concept of Meuser and Nagel, which is partly due to the specific 
requirements of the application areas (Ullrich, 2006), slight modifications were made for anal-
ysis and evaluation. The exploratory character was of great importance in this context in order 
to open up new knowledge (Ullrich, 2006).  Furthermore, there is an exploratory effect because 
the interviewees can refer to other, potentially important interlocutors in the interview. This 
included, for example, the reference to principals or other central persons such as workshop 
managers who represent different functions and interests with regard to the topic. In this case, 
the interview as an instrument was particularly suitable for gaining knowledge, since access to 
the field was guaranteed. The interview partners were known for their collaboration in the 
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project. Expert knowledge played an important role in realistically discussing which framework 
conditions have to be practically fulfilled in order to be able to achieve the goal of establishing 
competence assessment at VET schools. The teachers surveyed tested the competence assess-
ment under scientific supervision at their school and therefore act as experts on this topic, since 
they have so-called operational knowledge (Meuser & Nagel, 2002). As a result, the analysis 
of the interviews provides feasibility scenarios that show how competence assessments can be 
carried out at VET schools. The process of the analysis was both interpretive (hermeneutical) 
and systematic (Mayring, 1991). The presentation of scenarios is based on "Types formation” 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) 

 Procedure 
It generally applied to the interviews that the information recorded in the process is undistorted, 
authentic and comprehensible. All interviews were therefore digitally recorded on a data carrier. 
The name of the interviewed school was written down, statistical information on the inter-
viewed people were omitted. The survey carried out used a previously created interview guide. 
The guide was constantly changed and supplemented based on the interviews. Therefore, the 
interview itself was of exploratory nature. The guide began with an open entry question. This 
way, considerations and ideas regarding the implementation of competence assessment at the 
respective school can be discussed by the respondent. The following questions were based on 
personnel, time and organizational framework conditions as well as questions regarding financ-
ing models. The order was not fixed and resulted from the interview process. This was intended 
to prevent the risk of a pure query, which often leads to the confirmation or revision of pre-
sumptions and adds little or no new knowledge. 

The analysis and evaluation were carried out according to Meuser and Nagel in 6 steps: 
transcription, paraphrase, coding, thematic comparison, sociological generalization, theoretical 
conceptualization. If necessary, these steps were modified in order to be able to design feasi-
bility scenarios after the analysis and evaluation. 

 Results 
The results of the analysis allowed the formation of 7 categories that are key factors on the 
feasibility of competency assessments at VET schools: 
 

1. Personnel framework: In addition to the relevance of sufficient human resources, the will-
ingness and motivation of both the organizers and the teachers who carry out the compe-
tence assessment is essential. 

2. Time frame: Both the duration and the time of day of a competence assessment must do 
justice to both parties. 

3. Organizational framework: Competence determinations require an organization of prem-
ises such as workshops and taking into account the timetable of the teacher involved. 

4. Financial framework: Reliable financing is required for the sustainable implementation 
of a competence assessment. 

5. Responsibility: Without clear and transparent responsibilities, including designated coor-
dinating bodies, there is a risk of a spiral of delegations. 

6. Participants: Since the target group is very heterogeneous (e.g. age, shift work) and their 
living situation (e.g. mothers), this must be taken into account. 

7. Obstacles: Through the interviews, new factors emerged, which could be an obstacle to 
the implementation of competence assessments. Likewise, predicted concerns were not 
confirmed in advance. 
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Certain code words were assigned to each category, which have been addressed with varying 
frequency in the interviews. This way, the categories are weighted to show which conditions 
are particularly important for the respondents (Table 1). It is also striking that almost all factors 
can be seen in relation to each other. 

The analysis showed that the two predominating main categories for the consolidation of 
competence assessments are responsibility and financing. It highly depends on who is in charge 
of the organisation of competence assessment e.g. without the consent of the Senatorial Au-
thority there are not many options for VET schools to conduct assessments autonomously which 
was in favour of some persons involved. In addition to the responsibility with 54 responses, the 
guarantee of funding was mentioned almost as often with 51 responses. The responsibility and 
the type of funding are closely related and partly mutually dependent. 

The personnel, time and organizational framework can be interpreted as dependent variables 
of the two main categories. For example, the motivation of the teachers (personnel framework) 
to participate in competence assessments increases or decreases depending on the funding. If 
there is no willingness to accept an additional task, then it becomes difficult to establish a new 
area of responsibility at a school. The "motivation" factor therefore appears in both the "Per-
sonnel" and "Obstacles" category. Presumably, since all the vocational schools surveyed have 
been project partners at KofeBS since 2017, the motivation among the VET school teachers 
wasn`t seen as problematic, although it was mentioned more often than average. The frequent 
mention of the code word “Motivation” shows that all respondents see it as an influencing factor 
- but not as an obstacle. 

Table 1 
Weighting of the categories mentioned 

Category Codes Frequency 
of codes 

Responsi-
bility  

Personnel planning (1), Room planning (1), Security (4), Lesson plan-
ning (1), Remuneration (3), Revenue (1), Certification (5), Autonomy 
(5), Hours of relief/relief (10), Reimbursement (2), Payment (4), Pots 
(5), Senatorial Authority (6), School management (6), gGmbh5 (2) 

55 

Financing Intake (5), Compensation Hours (5), Remuneration/Payment (9), Re-
fund (2), Pots (4), Money (7), Material Costs (5), E9 (2), Autonomy 
(5), Certification (5 ) 

51 

Personnel Motivation (8), Willingness (4), Personnel Planning (1), Lesson plan-
ning (3), Failures (1), Temporary Staff (Teachers, Student Assistants, 
Legal Trainees) (2), Teachers (5), E9 (2) 

43 

Time Appointments (teacher, participant) (6), Duration/ length (9), Evalua-
tion (2), Vacation (8), Afternoon (11), Room organisation (1), Ab-
sences/Illness (2) 

39 

Organisa-
tion 

Room (30), Specialist Room (3), Access (4), Insurance (1), Occu-
pancy (6), Timetable (6), Briefing (1), Workshop (6), Room Planning 
(1), Equipment (2), WiFi (2), quiet workspaces (2) 

34 

Obstacles Alarm (2), Main job (4), Secondary employment (2), insurance (1), 
lack of teachers (2), motivation (8), tax return (3) 

22 

Partici-
pants 

Mothers (0), Unemployed (1), Working people (4), Shift work-
ers/Shift system (2), Companies (4), Employment agency (4) 

15 

 

 
5  gGmbH: non-profit private limited company 
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 Scenarios 
Based on the results of the condition analysis, the following feasibility scenarios can be shown, 
which entail further conditions (Table 2). 

Table 2 
Feasibility scenarios of competence assessments at VET schools 

Scenario Conditions 
(1)  
Funding to the school associ-
ation  

Recipient: school association 
Conducting competence assessments through secondary em-
ployment activities of teachers 
Appointments outside of school hours 
Short conduction period is possible 
Competence assessments are in the interest of the school associ-
ation and may in future cannot be guaranteed 

(2)  
Magisterial (Senator for 
Children and Education) 
funding through compensa-
tion hours 

Responsibility: Senator for Children and Education 
Competency assessments can be carried out during and outside 
of regular school operations, regulated by the Teaching Time 
Allocation Act 
Hours reported as part of a teacher's regular working hours (no 
overtime) 
High level of organization in terms of human and time resources 
Longer period of time for competence assessments expected 
Any costs incurred are borne by the senatorial authority 

(3) 
Funding to the Senator for 
Children and Education 

Recipient: Senator for Children and Education 
Competence assessments can be carried out during and outside 
of regular school operations, regulated by the Teaching Time 
Distribution Act 
Hours reported as part of a teacher's regular working hours or as 
overtime 
Medium level of organization through the possibility of addi-
tional work Shorter periods and greater flexibility in determin-
ing skills 
Ordering of funds for funding by the Senatorial Authority and 
transfer of the remuneration to the teaching staff in the form of 
relief hours or as remunerated extra work 

(4)  
Funding to the VET school 

Recipients: VET schools 
Necessary: increased autonomy of all VET schools e.g. Possibil-
ity of generating resources through e.g. Foundation of a gGmbH 
Depending on the degree of autonomy: competence assessments 
can be carried out during and outside of regular school opera-
tions, regulated by the Teaching Time Division Act and as a sec-
ondary activity 
High level of organization through in-school planning and con-
duction of competence assessments 
Shorter periods and greater flexibility of competence assess-
ments 

 
In the first scenario, the school association would address the issue of “competence assess-

ments” at the VET school. A risk factor in this scenario is that the school association decides 



143 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

whether competence assessments are carried out and not the VET school itself. Thus, assess-
ments in this scenario are subject to a certain arbitrariness, e.g. in the event of a change of chair, 
it could be decided that the school association refuses assessments. 

Scenario two describes how the competence assessments are currently carried out within the 
framework of KofeBS. The disadvantage of this scenario is that the flexibility of the teachers 
is very limited due to their schedule and therefore it leads to problems in finding appointments 
with the participants, which may mean that the assessment duration can extend over a long 
period of time. 

The third scenario shows a possibility in which the Senator for Children and Education acts 
as an intermediate point for funding from donors. The Senatorial Authority issues an offer to 
conduct a competence assessment on behalf of the respective school. It will be reimbursed in 
the form of relief hours or as payment to the teacher. The option of additional work increases 
the degree of temporal flexibility of the teacher and competency assessments can be made more 
compact in this way. 

In the fourth scenario, the Senatorial Authority entrusts the VET schools with more inde-
pendence in the legal and financial area. Due to the increased autonomy, schools are able to 
find, e.g. a gGmbH and therefore it is possible to generate income and to independently carry 
out competence assessments. This way, an assessment duration can be significantly shortened. 

 Conclusion 
As shown in this paper, it was possible to develop and implement a test procedure for deter-
mining the competences of unskilled workers at the VET schools. Both, the participants and 
the teachers rated the procedure and its instruments as practicable and expedient. The condition 
analysis revealed that there are also various scenarios as to how these competence assessments 
in the state of Bremen can be conducted in the future without ESF support. VET schools are 
very interested in including this new task in their daily operations. Which scenario is chosen, 
however, is under control of the Senator for Children and Education. If it is of interested to 
effectively implement and cultivate assessments at VET schools in Bremen in the long term - 
which would be a consistent solution against the background of expertise of the VET schools 
and with regard to the number of unskilled workers in Bremen - it is recommended to strive for 
a solution that is as flexible as possible. This way it is easier to shorten the duration of an 
assessment and therefore the school will also be able to accept more competence assessments. 
Research showed, time is a crucial factor for successful outcomes, as the unskilled workers 
want to participate in the external examinations within a short time. 
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Abstract 
The German vocational education and training system is well known as the dual system, while 
in the past around 20 years the attractiveness of VET has decreased. Students prefer to choose 
academic education than vocational education after compulsory secondary education, which is 
a normal situation in most countries. Data collected from German official documents in the past 
20 years and the target is the number of students from all initial vocational education schools. 
The linear analysis method is used in this paper and it is trying to find some related factors, 
which influenced the attractiveness of VET most in Germany. 

Keywords 
vocational education and training; attractiveness; related factors; linear regression analysis 

 Introduction 
The German vocational education system is famous for its dual system. It is a cooperation be-
tween small and medium-sized enterprises and public vocational schools in Germany. Appren-
tices who sighed dual contracts usually need to study in vocational schools to obtain theoretical 
knowledge and to work in a company to practice operation each week (Deißinger, 2015). This 
kind of education system is also supported by law. The 1969 Vocational Training Act (revised 
in 2005) is an important act to guarantee training for young Germans, provide apprenticeships 
with state-recognized vocational training, and after the training is completed, issue a certificate 
by the competent authority (the Chamber of Commerce and Industry or the Handicraft Associ-
ation) (Sondermann, 2005). Because of this dual system, the youth unemployment rate in Ger-
many is relatively low and the skills level of employees is relatively high. In Europe, even the 
world, the awareness of high-quality vocational education and training is becoming more and 
more important. 

In the past almost 20 years, the economy was booming and then it has suffered a recession 
due to the global financial crisis (Rudd, 2009). The labour market has begun to reduce, and 
youth has suffered influence from it that the rate of the youth unemployment rate has increased 
obviously (Junankar, 2015). In addition, demographic changes have also brought new pressure 
on German society, which ageing problem was serious (Börsch‐Supan, 2003). The number of 
youth employment was less than the number of retired employees, which has caused an imbal-
ance between supply and demand of the labour market in Germany. At the same time, immi-
gration was another social issue in Germany. Because of the problems of the lack of youth 
employment and the lower skills level of immigration, increasing the attractiveness of 
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vocational education has also become very important (Schmidt-Catran, 2016). It is also worth 
to dicuss the gender problem on the atttractiveness of VET in Germany. Although the partici-
pation of female in the labour market has always increased stably in the past decades, the dif-
ference between the participation of man and women in the labour market exists still 
(Koopmans, 2016). 

 Literature review 
The students’ college choice is also used as the basic research model in this section. There are 
three main components in this model: economic approaches, some factors such as labour mar-
ket, political policies and so on have an influence on students choice probably; sociological 
approaches, for example, population and unemployment rate especially youth have an influence 
to some extend; combines and enhances these two approaches, parents suggestions, the reputa-
tion of institutions, the participation of teachers and so on also have an influence on youth 
decisions (Chapman, 1981). For the German situation, there are several reasons why it is suit-
able. The first reason is that the ideas about the market or customer-oriented have gradually 
spread in the German education market and the first idea about education marketing also comes 
from the North America area. As German universities have obtained more and more autonomy 
in recent years, the competition between different universities is getting more and more fierce 
(Obermeit, 2012). The marketing about applicators, in another word, how to attract more and 
more high-quality students is becoming more and more important. 

There are many factors, which have affected young teenagers’ decisions about pursuing 
higher education, obtaining vocational educations or choosing their careers. It is a complex 
interactive process and youth may be influenced by some point such as parents’ suggestions, 
schools’ reputations, their own life experience, government funding and so on. However, there 
are not too many researches related to the factors which could influence the students’ choices 
on vocational education and training in Germany and thus the target of this paper is to apply 
this model into the German education system and to analyse the factors which may affect the 
students’ decisions. The well-established dual system about the initial vocational training de-
scribes a learning program that takes place at two places and it seems to increase the attention 
in the area of HE (higher education). In the 2018/2019 semester, there are 2.87 million new 
entrants in all universities in Germany, while in vocational schools the number changes into 
around 1.2 million. In Germany actually, in most countries around the world the higher educa-
tion always has a higher attractiveness than vocational education. And the number of researches 
about higher education is far away more than the number about vocational education (Tchibozo, 
2009). Thus, learning from the research model about higher education into vocational education 
is a possible research method. 

The research purpose of this paper is to analyse the factors influenced on the attractiveness 
of vocational education and training and provide data evidence. The research problems of this 
paper as followers： 

 
• The definition and measurement of the attractiveness about vocational education and 

training. 
• The factors and classification of the attractiveness about vocational education and train-

ing. 
• The linear regression analysis of all factors influenced the attractiveness of vocational 

education and training. 
 

In Germany, besides the dual system, there are also full-time vocational schools where pro-
vide vocational education and training. The paper will divide participants into 4 parts based on 
research model, economic factors, sociological factors, combination factors and the special part 
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in Germany the factors related to training companies. And in every part, they also have more 
detailed factors inside. 

The next step is going to check whether every factor has a correlation with the result, if they 
have, which kind of and which level they have. All the factors in this paper are collected from 
public publications related to the German case and the period is from 1997-2016. Most data are 
collected from public German Statistic Yearbooks. Among them, factor the number of training 
contacts comes from VET data report Germany, factor training allowances comes from public 
paper from BIBB (Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training), youth unemploy-
ment rate comes from OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development). 
The research target is about the ISCED 3 level of vocational education in Germany. 

 Methodology: linear regression analysis and result 
The main research method is the linear regression analysis, including single factor and multi 
factors analysis. First, its analysis all single factors whether it has a correlation with the result; 
Second, based on the factors related to the attractiveness and again to make multi factors anal-
ysis. The dependent variable set as the attractiveness of vocational education.  And the equation 
about how to calculate the attractiveness of VET is: 

Y = A / (B+C) 

Y equals to the attractiveness of VET, A is the number of students in vocational schools, B 
is the number of students in university and C is the number of students in the university of 
applied science. The independent variables set as all values of factors from 1997 to 2016, in-
cluding 14 indicators and 14 linear equations from Table 1. Every linear eqution represents the 
analysis result whether every indicator has a correlationship with the attractiveness of VET. 

Table 1 
Single factor linear regression analysis result 

Indicators Linear equations 

GDP(Gross Domestic Product)  Y = 0.96 * X  + 0.43,  R2 = 0.62 
Employment Female 15-25 Y = 0.06 * X  + 0.21,  R2 = 0.07 
Employment Male 15-25 Y = 0.20 * X  + 0.18,  R2 = 0.54 
Finance on per student in vocational schools Y = -0.81 * X  + 0.39,  R2 = 0.92 
Youth Unemployment Rate in Germany Y = 0.03 * X  + 0.05,  R2 = 0.25 
Foreign Students Y = 0.36 * X  + 0.30,  R2 = 0.25 
Population 15-25 Y = 0.15 * X  + 0.19,  R2 = 0.49 
Graduates in vocational schools Y = -0.02 * X  + 0.22,  R2 < 0.01 
Full-time teachers in vocational schools  Y = 0.07 * X  + 0.21,  R2 = 0.39 
Part-time teachers in vocational schools  Y = 0.62 * X  + 0.36,  R2 = 0.55 
The number of vocational schools Y = 0.08 * X  + 0.20,  R2 = 0.06 
The number of students in continuing VET  Y = 0.13 * X  + 0.19,  R2 = 0.04 
Completed contracts  Y = 0.33 * X  + 0.15,  R2 = 0.83 
Training allowances Y = -0.77 * X  + 0.39,  R2 = 0.93 

 
Firstly, the economic situation has a positive influence on the attractiveness of VET in Ger-

many. There is no doubt that the development of education is inseparable from economic sup-
port. A good economic situation is conducive to the development of the labour market, and it 
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will bring about a good employment situation, which is conducive to social stability. And a 
good employment environment requires a lot of skilled talents, as the supply side for skilled 
workers the attractiveness of vocational education should also be increased. 

Secondly, the demographic changes especially the youth population also has a positive rela-
tionship with the attractiveness of VET. Because of ageing problems in Germany, it has brought 
the lack of labour in the labour market. Every year the number of new entrants are less than the 
number of retired workers, at the same time the low new birth rate is another issue. In- creasing 
the age-appropriate population is necessary and among them, in the labour market, male em-
ployment has higher attractiveness. The main reason might be the structure of the employed 
market, some man-dominated majors like the manufacturing, industries and commercial have 
the most proportion. What’s more, the youth unemployment rate is another positive factor. 
Higher youth unemployment rate might represent fewer job positions in the labour market or 
there is a mismatch between the skilled workers and the positions. No matter which kind of 
situations, individuals should attend more vocational education and training to improve or ad-
just their skills. 

Thirdly, different types of teachers in vocational schools have different influence. The num-
ber of full-time teachers has a positive affection, to add the number of students in vocational 
schools needs the guarantee of a sufficient number of full-time teachers. It is one of the basic 
requirements to keep vocational schools functioning normally. While part-time teachers have 
the opposite function, more part-time teachers might reduce the number of students in schools. 
Students need normal study and practice time in vocational schools and part-time teachers may 
not afford it. As part-time teachers are one of the performances of German social welfare, their 
existence is a must. However, the proportion between full-time and part-time teachers in voca-
tional schools should be considered well. 

Fourthly, as it was discussed before the economic situation was very important to the devel-
opment of vocational education. Here are three factors about it, they are the finance on every 
student in the dual system, in the vocational schools and finance on every disabled person who 
attends the vocational education and training. And those three factors have a quite similar neg-
ative influence on the attractiveness of VET. Combination with the situation that in the past 20 
years the financial allocation for vocational education has hardly changed, if individuals obtain 
more funding it means the number of people chooses vocational education has decreased. In 
modern society, developing vocational education could not divide from economic supporting 
thus the government should invest more appropriation on VET in the future. 

It could be seen from the Table 2 that there are 11 factors be analysed in total and among 
them, the factor finance in the dual system per person is excluded because it has multicolline-
arity problems with factor training allowances. Thus 10 indicators have been regression ana-
lysed in this research model and the result is that 5 factors have correlations with the dependent 
variable. Among them, there are 4 positive factors and 1 negative factor. 

The most positive factor is the number of employed male labours ages 15-25 in the labour 
market. Limited by the composition of the labour market in Germany, male skilled talents have 
a higher demand and more male choose vocational education and training could also encourage 
and be a model for the younger generation. 
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Table 2 
Attractiveness - multiple factors linear regression result 

 Unstandardized Coeffi-
cients 

Standardized Coeffi-
cients 

 

 B Std. Error Beta t sig. 
(Constant) -.18 .26  -.71 .49 
GDP -.07 .12 -.08 -.60 .56 
Employment Female 15-25 -1.69 .73 -.39 -2.32 .05 
Employment Male 15-25 2.17 .77 .60 2.82 .02 
Youth Unemployment Rate .24 .10 .20 2.44 .04 
Population 15-25 1.2 .52 .26 2.36 .04 
Foreign Students .14 .01 .10 1.48 .17 
Full-time Teachers -1.08 .66 -.13 -1.62 .14 
Part-time Teachers -.18 .26 -.15 -.70 .50 
Completed Contracts 1.02 .35 .37 2.95 .02 
Training Allowances .01 .33 .01 .039 .97 

Legend.  a. Dependent variable: Attractiveness 
 
The only negative factor is the number of employed female labours ages from 15-25. The 

majors setting in the dual system has not an obvious advantage to attract female students. With 
the upgrading of economic and industries, the potential of the female workforce has gradually 
been exploited recently and maybe this situation change to some extent in the future. 

The second positive factor is completed contracts in the dual system. As we know, the dual 
system provides theoretical and practical studies for individuals and at first, the apprentices 
should sign a contract with the company and when they pass the final assessment, they finish 
their training. Thus, completed contracts could represent the graduation rate in the dual system 
and if it is higher more students will choose VET. 

The third positive factor is population 15-25. Demographic changes have many aspects of 
affection on the VET. Ageing problems bring the lack of labours thus more youth skilled talents 
are needed to make up it. The increasing age-appropriate population could also be added from 
the migrant population, while whether it will bring new social problems or not is worth consid-
ering in the future. 

The fourth positive factor is the youth unemployment rate. Many researchers believe that 
one reason contributes to a lower youth unemployment rate in Germany is the dual system. It 
has cultivated a lot of skilled talents that meet the needs of the labour market, and the main 
origin is that one vocational education place is the real workplace. It can be said that vocational 
education and youth unemployment rate are mutually reinforcing relationship. 

 Conclusion 
To sum up, this chapter describes some basic information about the related factors on the at-
tractiveness of vocational education and training in Germany. The theoretical research model 
is the same one with the previous chapter the students' college choice model and according to 
the literature review picking up the related factors. The main research method is the OLS re-
gression analysis and it is divided into two steps single factor and multiply factors analysis. 
After analysis which factor is the most influenced has been stated and the following content 
will display more detailed results. 

In the German research model, most factors have a positive influence and only one factor 
has a negative factor. And the labour market has the closest connection with vocational educa-
tion according to the data analysis. No matter the youth employment-population or the 
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unemployment population they both have a positive function to attract more new entrants in the 
vocational education system. Many corporations have real cooperation with vocational schools, 
they educate and train talents together. In this way, the supply and demand sides of skilled 
talents work together thus the match skills could be trained very well. If the unemployment rate 
is higher, the vocational education should be developed more and more because under the dual 
system trained could help students find a better and more suitable job position. 

The gender problem is also an interesting result under this analysis. In Germany, youth male 
labour force has a higher attractiveness than female and one possible explanation is about major 
point. And about this point, it has an opposite result with the Chinese situation, in the next 
chapter will describe more information. In a country with developed manufacturing, the male 
has more opportunities to study and work in the manufacturing industry and even they could 
attract more male to study and work in the coming days. With the development of the tertiary 
industry, more female might have more changes and admires to study in it and accept the VET. 

It is known that the German companies have high participation in the dual system, which is 
treated as one key factor for the success of vocational education (Deißinger, 2001). And most 
apprentices before they choose VET, the cost of education time also need to be considered. 
Whether it is an education type which easy or difficult to obtain the final certification? In the 
dual system, apprentices have to pass the theoretical and practical assessments both, more com-
pleted contracts mean more apprentices could graduate thus encourage more students to study 
in the vocational education system is possible. 

There are also some curious results in the previous section, there is no obvious relationship 
between the indicators about teachers, funding support and the attractiveness of VET in Ger-
many under the multiply factors regression analysis. Even though here they seem to have no 
cor-relationship, we still could not ignore the affections from them. The development of VET 
in anywhere could not be developed without the construction of teaching staff especially the 
full-time teachers and the financial support. 

After the whole analysis, there is a distinct result to see the related factors influence the 
attractiveness of VET in Germany. However, limited by the collected data there are some other 
possible indicators which are not mentioned in this chapter like some culturally related factors. 
In the coming chapter, it will give some statement. What's more, there are still some possible 
factors, for example, the average salary for graduates from the dual system or the problems of 
self-esteem of vocational school students. Incomplete factors have become one of the short-
comings of the thesis. 
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Abstract 
Both the Swedish and Finnish VET systems are school-based systems grounded on an educa-
tional system that formulates an integrative claim. No one should be disadvantaged because of 
a social background and an academic affiliation is guaranteed following a vocational school 
decision. In the current study from 2019, the personal goals and motivations of VET teachers 
to become teachers in both countries are considered and compared. In addition, Finnish and 
Swedish teachers were asked about the strengths and weaknesses of their VET systems and the 
objectives of vocational education. The cultural backgrounds of the countries that influence the 
education system as well as the economic structure and the history are described and considered 
in the analyses. It seems finally that the Finns are more critical with their VET system, while 
the Swedes are more satisfied overall, or at least they give fewer answers to the urgent need to 
improve key aspects of their VET system. In a further discussion, the aspects of the personal 
status and mentality, the cultural-historical roots and the educational policy discourses will be 
considered. 

Keywords 
vocational teacher; Finland; Sweden; VET System, strengths, weaknesses 

 Introduction and Background 
Vocational education in Finland and Sweden has many similarities, likewise the cultural values 
of a Nordic welfare state action, the school-based system and VET teachers with large experi-
ences in working life. A common political aim is that no one should be disadvantaged on the 
basis of neither social/economical background nor geographical location. This is an important 
part of the welfare state education policy of the Nordic countries, also to the VET system 
(Helms Jørgensen et al., 2018). Work based learning and apprenticeship are dominant themes 
in the educational discourse in both countries (Kaiser & Lindberg, 2019). One strategy to realize 
a strong linkage to the (real) work life in Finland and Sweden is to hire experienced workers as 
VET teachers for the VET schools by offering them a short-term study besides working 
(Isacsson et al., 2018). The Finnish VET system has its roots in the 19th and 20th century in 
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strong branch specific pathways into the teacher profession working at branch specific VET 
schools from which the universities of applied sciences then also developed (Heikinen, 2003) 
In Sweden we can reconstruct similar traditions especially in the forest industry (Karlsson et 
al., 2016) 

As a theoretical background, the critical-emancipative vocational education and training the-
ory (Kaiser, 2016; 2019) is used in the study. From this perspective, the reflection of the VET 
teachers on their own career is of interest and their attitude to the current regime of their voca-
tional training system. Information for the survey was obtained from existing descriptions of 
the educational pathways of vocational school teachers (Nissilä, 2006; Isacsson et al., 2018; 
Virolainen & Stenström, 2014) and from discussions with VET school principals and political 
stakeholders conducted in the two countries. 

The research interest is centered on the personal motives of VET teachers and their view on 
their own VET system. Where do they see the strengths and the weaknesses; and what should 
be improved (in the short term)? The comparison of the two countries and their VET systems 
can also provide interesting conclusions for other European countries and their VET systems. 
Overall, the two Scandinavian countries are often mentioned positively for their inclusive and 
effective education systems. 

Between 2012 and 2016, Finland undertook a comprehensive curricular reform to 
improve basic education’s quality and equity. Four values underlie the new curric-
ula: uniqueness of each student and right to a good education; humanity, equality, 
democracy and general knowledge and ability; cultural diversity as richness; and 
necessity of a sustainable way of living. (UNESCO, 2020, p. 117) 

 VET in Sweden and Finland 
The Nordic states invest more money in their educational system (in general) than other coun-
tries in continental Europe do. The specific aims of vocational education are individual self-
steering, success at the labour market, competence for further development (learning), inclusion 
and civil engagement. VET in Sweden and Finland show similar developments in recent years, 
but also some differences. In Sweden, VET is integrated in a comprehensive upper-secondary 
education, which includes almost all adults between 16 and 19 years old. A reform in the early 
1990s meant that vocational educational programs were stronger integrated with-in a decentral-
ized, competitive and goal-oriented organization. Finally, vocational and academic programs 
in the upper secondary school called gymnasium should give eligibility to higher education and 
education should be flexible and prepare for broad sections of the labour market. In Finland, 
also most of the VET programs offered in upper secondary schools. Contrary to Sweden, they 
are mostly located in separated school buildings with branch specific programs (Kaiser & Lind-
berg, 2019). The participation in the VET programs is even higher (40%) than in Sweden (20%) 
(Stenström & Virolainen, 2017). The idea of the educational reform of the 1990s in Finland 
offered students more freedom in choosing courses and set up a stronger connection between 
VET programs and higher education with a parallel establishing of universities of applied sci-
ences. Finally, to get a stronger relation to the labor market at the beginning of the 2000s, the 
on-the-job-learning periods in initial school-based VET were derived from the curriculum, so 
that VET teachers and workplace instructors had to work closer together. A flexible appren-
ticeship model with competence-based assessments had a long tradition for young adults to 
offer them further career choices and to reach the demands of companies. Since the new reform 
of 2018, more and more individualized training plans, self-assessment and work-based as well 
as self-learning phases are offered. Students can try education in an apprenticeship model and 
return in the school-based VET as well as the possibility to change from school-based VET into 
paid work without finishing the qualification (Kaiser & Lindberg, 2019). 
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To become a VET teacher, there are major differences in the educational/academic path-
ways. In Finland, a minimum Bachelor degree in the teaching subject is needed to enter the 
VET teacher study programme, while in Sweden the pathway is more split: To enter the study 
programme only some years of experience in work after finishing a VET programme at school 
is obligatory followed by two years of studying at a university with 90 ECTs is the situation in 
Sweden. While one year of studying at a University of Applied Sciences with 60 ECTs is the 
situation in Finland. In both countries, the degree of the VET teachers programme at the uni-
versities is neither a bachelor nor a master, it is only a certification. Overall, in Finland it is a 
more personalised and competence-oriented approach in strong linkage to the work at schools 
during the study programme. The subsequent tasks in schools after finishing the programme 
are similar in both Scandinavian countries because of the school-based, practical oriented ap-
proach of teaching in the VET schools. Teacher-teamwork and networks to the regional eco-
nomic life to get companies for the work-based learning are also central in their concept (Kaiser 
& Lindberg, 2019). 

 Methods 
The survey was conducted in connection with a research stay of the first author (F.K.) in Finland 
and Sweden. Discussions with vocational school teachers, school administrators and political 
decision-makers resulted in questions that were transferred to an online survey in both coun-
tries, which was conducted at the beginning of 2019. 

The analysis of the data is based on qualitative content analysis and identifies types of vo-
cational school teachers and their approaches as well as their motivations. 41 of the 65 partici-
pants were working as a teacher in Finland and 24 in Sweden (Average age: 48; 61% female; 
the two biggest VET-fields are “Health and care (welfare)” (16%) and “Industrial technology” 
(15%). Based on an initial evaluation by Kaiser and Lindberg (2019), further aspects were fo-
cused here, such as the personal goals for the own career decision to become a VET teacher 
were collected with open questions (Köpsén, 2014). In a second step of the analyses, the openly 
collected answers were coded and summarized. Finally, the categories between the two groups 
of teachers were compared. Using the same methodological approach, we assessed the strengths 
and weaknesses of the country-specific VET system. Central questions of the research interest 
are the following: 

(1) Why did you choose to become a vocational teacher? What had been your personal goals? 
(2) What are the 1-3 most important fields to be improved in the training of vocational teachers? 
(3) What are the strengths of the current VET system in your country? (4) What are the weak-
nesses of the current VET system in your country? (5) What do you think should be changed? 

The respondents' text answers were first screened and then classified in self-developed cat-
egories in a multi-stage (inductive) process. The categories developed on the material facilitate 
further evaluation steps, e.g. for sample comparisons. First, the reader is introduced to the indi-
vidual categories of the questions here, each with an example sentence (partly shortened, lin-
guistically slightly adapted and orthography corrected). 

The generated answers to the question(s) “Why did you choose to become a vocational 
teacher? What had been your personal goals?” were assigned to eight categories: (1) “Not 
planned or by coincidence” (Sample sentence: “The birth ward in my hometown was shut down, 
so I had to get another job.”), (2) “Interest and wish to teach people” (“My goals was to teach 
the vocational subjects I have gotten very skilled at from working many years.”), (3) “Working 
conditions and job profile as a teacher” (“work in daytime, good salary and no physical work 
like in industry”), (4) “Wish to fulfil students aspirations and support of learning processes” 
(“Wanted to help young people, be part of their learning processes”), (5) “Recommendation 
or recruited” (“I was headhunted by the principal at the school”), (6) “Share passion and 
knowledge for a profession/subject” (“Love the work in hospital and would love to teach, use 
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all my prior work experience”), (7) “Personal development” (“I wanted to move on and have 
another view”) and (8) “Good educated people for the working world” (“I had a lot of experi-
ence and wanted to educate good staff to the restaurants/kitchen industry”). It turns out that, 
overall, the most frequent answers fall into categories that include an interest or passion for 
teaching and knowledge transfer. In addition, answers that suggest a randomness (of the change 
of profession) or dissatisfaction with the previous job are also included. 

From the answers to the question “What are the 1-3 most important fields to be improved in 
the training of vocational teachers?” we made also eight categories: (1) “More practical and/or 
teaching experience” (“Increase of practical experiences”), (2) “Ability to transform vocational 
knowledge to teaching content and reverse” (“Ability to transform vocational knowledge to 
teaching content”), (3) “Quality, methods, content of teaching” (“Skills to assess and evaluate 
student's learning processes”), (4) “Continuing teacher training and innovation” (“Remember 
that the teachers own skills in the content and the development in vocational skills have to 
continue also when you start being a teacher. Field work out in the region and staying up to 
date with what’s happening on ' real workplaces'.”), (5) “Better communication and teamwork 
with colleagues and companies” (“communication skills to cooperate with colleagues”), (6) 
“Ability to emphasize and to focus on pupils” (“improve helping students with learning disa-
bilities and the ability to understand students”), (7) “Knowledge and/or expertise” (“More 
practical/technical knowledge”) and (8) “Other” (“Grading, school system”). The distribution 
of answers painted a relatively clear picture. The field considered to be most important covers 
the issues of quality, methodology and content of teaching. In addition, but much less fre-
quently, practical experience, the transfer of vocational knowledge, innovations and the student 
focus are mentioned. 

Out of the question “What are the strengths of the current VET system in your country?” 
we develop six categories from the answers, (1) “Flexible and well-structured education- and 
learning systems” (“The institutes that run this education are well organized and ambitious, 
flexible high level education system”), (2) “Appreciation and working conditions for teachers” 
(“high salary of teacher, appreciation for teachers”), (3) “Good study conditions, study con-
tent and accessibility” (“Possible to study beside work, you can study when you are older”), 
(4) “Cooperation with regional companies” (“good co-up with businesses in the region”), (5) 
“High educated teachers” (“You must have Vocational expertise and pedagogical learning if 
you want to teach”) and (6) “Responding to students” (“Every student receives targeted sup-
port”). In addition to the well-structured education system, the study conditions and highly 
qualified teachers are seen as particular strengths. 

To the question “What are the weaknesses of the current VET system in your country?” we 
invented also six categories: (1) “Not enough attention and time for the students” (“Learning 
disabilities were ignored”), (2) “Education or further education of teachers” (“Some doesn’t 
have practical experience”), (3) “Too much autonomy and bureaucracy for teacher” (“teacher 
is too autonomy and the system how they are hired”), (4) “Given standards (content), status vet 
and educational system” (“easy to cheat the system”; “digital methods instead of basic skills” 
or “the financial system is not supporting”) and (5) “Time and resources in schools and study” 
(“Not enough basic skills, no money, no classrooms”). Common weaknesses of their own VET 
system are considered to be a lack of attention and time, the current standard and limited re-
sources in school and university. 

Moreover, out of the answers to the question “What do you think should be changed?” we 
develop four different categories: (1) “More resources and financial support” (“Don´t save on 
resources for education”), (2) “Better working conditions and further education” (“The busi-
nesses are changing very quickly” or “Salary system. Best teacher should get best salary.”), 
(3) “Laws, structure or changes to education system” (“School system should organized again 
to near old system”) and (4) “Changes to curriculum/content and transfer of values” (“perhaps 
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the plan of the program, the subjects should be better combined”). Particular need for change 
and development is seen for the current working conditions and in changes to the curriculum. 

The results for these five questions are subsequently processed and compared or broken 
down between the countries Finland and Sweden. The open collected answers were partly as-
signed to several categories. If they covered different aspects, the answers of some respondents 
were assigned to several categories (double answers are possible). 

 Results 
The question “What are the most important characteristics of a good vocational teacher?” 
received 76 named answers (49 Finland, 27 Sweden). Most are collected to the categories (2) 
“Interest and wish to teach people” (10 Finland, 8 Sweden), (1) “Not planned or by coinci-
dence” (14 Finland, 1 Sweden) and (6) “Share passion and knowledge for a profession/subject” 
(5 Finland, 5 Sweden). Furthermore, category (3) “Working conditions and job profile as a 
teacher” (6 Finland, 2 Sweden) and (5) “Recommendation or recruited” (1 Finland, 3 Sweden) 
also showed interesting differences between the countries under investigation. These findings 
show that teachers in both countries are interested in teaching and feel a calling in their work. 
At the same time, the results also highlight differences between the two Scandinavian countries: 
While in Finland, significantly, more teachers have taken up their profession unplanned and by 
chance and because of working conditions, this is much less relevant in Sweden. Rather, it 
appears that suitable teachers are recruited in Sweden and recommended to take up the corre-
sponding career. At the same time, the result is also surprising in view of the fact that access to 
study programmes and employment in Finland is much more difficult than in Sweden, because 
the demand from applicants is much higher. 

Totally 51 named answers (32 Finland, 19 Sweden) were collected by the question “What 
are the 1-3 most important fields to be improved in the training of vocational teachers?” The 
main answer is to category (3) “Quality, methods, content of teaching” (8 Finland, 9 Sweden). 
Some difference between the two comparison groups were found in the categories (1) “More 
practical and/or teaching experience” (5 Finland, 1 Sweden), (2) “Ability to transform voca-
tional knowledge to teaching content and reverse” (4 Finland, 2 Sweden), (4) “Continuing 
teacher training and innovation” (4 Finland, 2 Sweden) and (6) “Ability to emphasize and to 
focus on pupils” (5 Finland, 2 Sweden). From this, it can be cautiously concluded that practical 
experience, the application of vocational knowledge and understanding of the (individual) stu-
dent are considered important for Finnish teachers. At the same time, it should be noted that 
overall, there are more Finnish answers, so that in relation to this, teaching methods are consid-
ered to be particularly important for Swedish teachers. 

Through asking the question “What are the strengths of the current VET system in your 
country?” we received in total 36 named reactions (27 Finland, 9 Sweden). The categories (1) 
“Flexible and well-structured education- and learning systems” (10 Finland, 0 Sweden), (2) 
“Appreciation and working conditions for teachers” (2 Finland, 0 Sweden), (3) “Good study 
conditions, study content and accessibility” (5 Finland, 2 Sweden) and (5) “High educated 
teachers” (6 Finland, 2 Sweden) are mainly used and answered to by the Finns, while Swedish 
teachers see the strength in their VET system in category (4) “Cooperation with regional com-
panies” (1 Finland, 3 Sweden). 

Also, the answers to the question “What are the weaknesses of the current VET system in 
your country?” (total named responses: 38; 27 Finland, 11 Sweden) are showing differences 
between to two Scandinavian countries in almost all the categories: (1) “Not enough attention 
and time for the students” (6 Finland, 3 Sweden), (2) “Education or further education of teach-
ers” (3 Finland, 0 Sweden), (3) “Too much autonomy and bureaucracy for teacher” (1 Finland, 
2 Sweden), (4) “Given standards (content), status vet and educational system” (8 Finland, 4 
Sweden) and (5) “Time and resources in schools and study” (9 Finland, 2 Sweden). Finnish 
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respondents see the weaknesses in the decline of resources in school and in the study, in too 
little financial support and in reforms and laws of the government as a bad influence on the 
educational system. In contrast, Swedish teachers see weaknesses in the fact that there is not 
enough time for the students and their personal goals, the low status of VET in their country 
and in the high autonomy of teachers and the bureaucracy that teachers have to cope with. 
Overall, Finnish teachers are much more critical of their VET system than Swedish teachers 
are. Finns more and more often (more clearly) name the corresponding weaknesses. However, 
this could also possibly have its reasons in the current reform in Finland, which means signifi-
cant financial losses for the schools and whose effects cannot yet be foreseen, which could also 
mean a decline in the high reputation of vocational education and training. 

Finally, the question “What do you think should be changed?” was asked and could col-
lected 34 named answers (26 Finland, 8 Sweden). Furthermore, in this question, the Finns were 
again clearer and (more often) critical in their answers. A closer look to some examples can 
proof this impression: (1) “More resources and financial support” (6 Finland, 1 Sweden), (2) 
“Better working conditions and further education” (9 Finland, 2 Sweden), (3) “Laws, structure 
or changes to education system” (6 Finland, 0 Sweden) and (4) “Changes to curriculum/content 
and transfer of values” (5 Finland, 5 Sweden). Especially in the first three aspects, Finns more 
often see an important need for change than their Swedish colleagues do; Finns demand (more 
often) better financial support, better working conditions and an improved structure for their 
education system. This finding fit very well to the above-mentioned thesis, that they fear a risky 
situation for their national and international high ranked integrated system caused by the current 
reform (Rintala & Nokelainen, 2019). 

 Conclusion and discussion 
The fact that actors in a social field of action wish for or even demand better financial support 
and technical equipment in the area of improvement cannot come as a surprise. On the contrary, 
as expected, it is especially the Finns saw the greatest need for improvement in more resources 
and financial support. This is also an effect resulting from the major reform of Finnish voca-
tional education and training in 2018, which expects a high degree of flexibility in the design 
of educational pathways and the associated funding from schools (MEC, 2017). 

Related to the strengths of the respective VET system, the Finish teachers see especially the 
quality and structure of the education system, like the flexible and good-structured education- 
and learning systems, the highly educated teachers and in the existence and transfer of practical 
skills. While the Swedish respondents focus on cooperation with the regional economy. Prob-
ably it also reflects the increasing importance of workplace learning in Sweden combined with 
the hope to get a solution to reduce youth unemployment with that approach. 

Finally, the small sample size in the present study should again be pointed out. Participation 
in the survey was voluntary and based on the subjective assessment of the respondents, so that 
further research activities are desirable. Because of the small sample it is very difficult to get 
some hints on the influence of branches and work specific background on the values and atti-
tudes of the teachers, which is very reasonable (Lempert, 2002). Overall, the results show an 
interesting insight into the teachers' views of their own VET system, which should be taken into 
account for future theoretical and practical discourse. 
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Abstract 
There are different practices and experiences of VET teachers and trainers training in the EU. 
Diverging trends concerning the training and competence development of VET teachers and 
trainers in Germany, Italy and Lithuania, lead to ERASMUS+Project “TEACH-VET”. This 
paper points out the findings of our comparative analysis between the above indicated countries 
regarding training and competence development of VET teachers and trainers. It presents to 
what extend regulatory frameworks, public bodies and other stakeholders take a leading role in 
that matter: outlining the main similarities and differences between the countries, identifying 
tasks and competences needed, leading to a competence profile, which was foundation for the 
development of an online tool in four languages (German, English, Lithuanian and Italian) 
where VET teachers / trainers can assess their teaching competences. 

Keywords 
teaching competence; vet teachers and trainers; competence profiles; fields of competence 

 Introduction 
Current changes in vocational education and training, such as responding to the technological 
and organizational development (the advent of the 4th industrial revolution), internationaliza-
tion and integration of VET in lifelong learning processes create the need for an adequate de-
velopment of teaching competence of VET teachers and trainers. As VET teachers and trainers 
training in the EU countries is differently organized and elaborated, it creates the space for 
effective policy learning in this field. Furthermore, comparability of the teaching competence 
of VET teachers and trainers is important from the point of view of internationalization of initial 
VET and international mobility of VET students and teachers in implementing ECTS measures 
in teacher education. 

Against this background we performed a comparative study on the training of VET teach-
ers (and trainers) in Germany, Italy and Lithuania, examining regulatory framework, occupa-
tional profiles and identifying teaching competences needed on the job. This research was part 
of Erasmus+ project TEACH-VET, aiming at developing an online instrument for self-
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assessment, monitoring, guidance and comparability of the teaching competence of VET teach-
ers and trainers, as there is still a lack of modern practical instruments to do so. Our main re-
search questions have been: 
 

1. To what extent and how the issues of VET teachers and trainers training and compe-
tence development are regulated by the national laws and legal acts? 

2. What are the responsibilities of the state institutions and agencies, social partners and 
stakeholders like VET providers in the design of VET teachers and trainers training 
curricula, organization of training, assessment of acquired competences and qualifica-
tions of the VET teachers and trainers? 

3. What are the main similarities and differences in the countries indicated above? And 
what are typical tasks of VET teachers and trainers? What competences are required 
for the job? 

 
During ECER 2019 we presented already our topic, approaches and research questions in a 

draft version. Now we are very happy that our hypotheses / preliminary results from last year 
have been confirmed, modified or rejected and that we can present the results of our compara-
tive study and the finished online tool. 

 Theoretical background 
Competences of VET teachers and trainers and their development increasingly attract the at-
tention of researchers and policy makers as highly important factors of the quality, accessibility 
of VET and it's acceptance in society. One of the current trends is still the competence-based 
approach. Day (2017) reminded us that in addition to benefits, such as criteria for teaching 
quality assurance via a minimal / threshold standards for teacher education, competence-based 
approaches in teacher training also brings significant drawbacks, such as favouring of atomistic 
and reductionist learning outcomes, and difficulties in ensuring acquisition of holistic capabil-
ities required by increasingly complex tasks of the teaching profession. 

Wuttke and Seifried (2017) noted that competence-based teacher education approaches are 
heavily influenced by behaviourism and characterised by over-specification and fragmentation 
of learning. In order to overcome this drawback, current approaches of modelling of teaching 
competence draw on a more holistic teacher competence model which consists of professional 
knowledge and beliefs, motivation and self-regulation (Wuttke & Seifried, 2017). The study of 
Tacconi and Gomez (2013) on the factors of success of the Salesian VET centres in Italy re-
vealed that professional expertise and competence of those VET teachers who really made an 
impact on successful training and further employment/career of their students were strongly 
integrated and linked with a wide range of personal skills and values. 

Taking this into consideration, to master the task of identifying and comparing teaching 
competence needed for VET our project applied rather established VET-research methods. 

 Approach and methodology 
To answer the questions which main competent bodies regulate the training competence of VET 
teachers and trainers in Lithuania, Germany, and Italy, to analyse national standards and com-
pare occupational profiles for identifying tasks and competences of VET teachers and trainers, 
several steps were taken. 

The first step was mainly based on desk-research: to collect and to analyse information 
about framework guidelines, occupational standards, the involvement of public bodies, stake-
holders and other relevant parties regarding the training of VET teachers and trainers (and 
hereby their acquisition of competences) in the mentioned countries for the national reports on 
VET teacher and trainer qualification pathways. The main focus hereby lay on features of the 
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legal and institutional framework for VET teachers’ and trainers’ training and competence de-
velopment. Literature, existing research data and statistics on the teaching competence of VET 
teachers and trainers in Germany, Lithuania and Italy were collected. Afterwards research pa-
pers, reports, statistical data providing relevant information about the assessment and develop-
ment of the teaching competence of VET teachers and trainers were analysed. Analysing these 
documents was of importance in order to draw a picture of the actual occupational / competence 
profile of VET teachers and trainers in each country. Also any available information about 
national occupational standards or profiles was analysed like legal acts that stipulate qualifica-
tions and competences of VET teachers and trainers, descriptors of qualifications from executed 
occupational standards; for example “Standards for teacher training in the educational science” 
a resolution by the German KMK (standing conference of the ministers of education and cul-
tural affairs). The content analysis of these official documents that stipulate the occupations or 
qualifications of VET teachers and trainers provided the basic reference information for each 
country to describe a national profile of VET teachers and trainers mentioned in the national 
reports. 

After comparative content analysis of the policy documents and legal acts, research meth-
ods included also qualitative, such as interviews with experts from the field and focus groups 
of VET teachers and trainers. The population of informants per country were 5 (initial) VET 
teachers and 5 trainers from different sectors and 2-5 experts from VET teacher training insti-
tutions to gather important information about performed tasks and competences learned and / 
or needed. The Interviews were executed with respect to regulations and previous research. In 
Italy and Lithuania, additional data was gathered by surveys. To develop the occupation profiles 
for each country the guideline for the Interviews contained following topics, see Figure 1. 

Figure 1 
Interview topics 

Interview topic 1 Status and position of the VET teacher or trainer 
Interview topic 2 Overview of the contents of VET teachers work processes by dis-

cerning key changes of work contents and context: 
Daily planning and organization of curriculum and lessons, develop-
ment of learning contents, organisation of the teaching and learning 
process, VET didactics, formative assessment of learning 

Interview topic 3 Competence requirements 
Interview topic 4 Competence development and recognition 

 
We focussed on real-life situations and competences needed from the point of view of VET 

teachers and trainers themselves. Which tasks are executed and which competences are needed 
for these tasks? In addition to that, the focus groups were asked: in what respects skills of and 
the requirements for VET teachers do differ from those of general education teachers. By in-
terviewing insiders like VET teachers, trainers, and experts we got updated first-hand infor-
mation about the occupational profile and competences needed for the profession as a VET 
teacher or trainer. 

Those two first steps allowed creating 3 occupational profiles for the EU countries Ger-
many, Lithuania and Italy which were later on compared to create a common competence 
framework. Our comparative research method was led by the traditional descriptive approach 
– considering that differences of teaching are rather small and cultural values are similar in 
these three EU countries. The competence framework is defined by 11 “fields of competence” 
for each group (VET teachers and trainers). On basis of our expert hearings and group discus-
sions, we extracted 10 crucial statements for each field. These are the basis of the developed 
electronic on-line tool for self-assessment, monitoring, guidance and comparability of teaching 
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competences of VET teachers and trainers. It was further developed via design-based research 
with 3 iterations (one in each country). Partners agreed that self-estimation of the competences 
within the fields should be via rating (Likert-scale) these statements. At https://teachvet.eu/self-
assessment/ it is now possible to self-estimate the professional and pedagogical competences 
of VET teachers and trainers. 

 Results 
Remembering our research question introduced in Chapter 1, our comparison of institutional 
roles of all main competent bodies for VET teacher and trainer education delivered a clear 
picture: In Lithuania training is regulated by national laws; in Germany the (few) regulations 
on VET trainer education are as well regulated by a national law, but the exhaustive regulations 
for VET teachers and all regulations in Italy are governed by regional bodies. 
Besides the obvious differences in size and number of inhabitants of the three countries, a root 
cause of this distribution of responsibilities can be found in a historic comparison. Development 
of state institutions and statehood in Lithuania in the last century was strongly precluded by the 
losses of independence causing significant disruptions and derailments – whilst Italy and Ger-
many emerged from former separate entities. 

National standards for qualifications of VET teachers and trainers differ largely between 
the three investigated countries: The state of Italy sets no standards; German national authorities 
set minimum standards that can be modified or raised by the regions and Lithuania sets norm 
standards – to be applied by all regions and training institutions. These findings correlate 
strongly with the conclusions mentioned before on the role of regions compared to national 
authorities; Centralisation leads to unified standards – and vice versa. 

The standard educational programmes for VET teachers differ largely in the three coun-
tries. For example, in Lithuania and Italy most VET-teachers studied only the subject (e.g. en-
gineering) and had no or only few pedagogical courses, whereas in Germany a master’s degree 
referring to both, subject and pedagogy, is mandatory. Furthermore, the responsibilities regard-
ing VET (government-controlled, legal state or region) as well as the existence of resolutions 
defining the training/ acquisition of competence, vary. Taking a closer look at the different 
ways of training, it becomes clear that the different training systems in the 3 counties also lead 
to different EQF-levels and therefore paygrade. In Germany VET teachers undergo the same 
training as public school teachers, within a time span of 5 years. With completion of the Master 
of Education acquiring the first state examination and by finishing preparatory service (practical 
phase), which concludes with the Second State Examination EQF level is 7. Only after this 
lengthy qualification pathway is the teaching qualification as a teacher in public VET schools 
acquired. VET trainers on the other hand, according to the Vocational Training Act (section 3 
§28ff.) must provide vocational skills, knowledge and competences (vocational action compe-
tence) that are needed for the performance of an occupational activity in a changing work en-
vironment and do this as part of an organised training course. They must also grant the acqui-
sition of the necessary vocational experience with is minimum EQF level 4. Most German 
trainers hold a handicraft or industrial foreman qualification on EQF level 6. 

In Lithuania since August 2019 the national occupational standard of the education sector 
and libraries is approved, which includes descriptors of qualifications of the VET teacher de-
claring EQF levels 5 and 6, for trainers EQF level 5. These descriptors serve as a basis for the 
development of unified curricula for the training of VET teachers and trainers. 

In Italy however, there is no national regulation and standardization of the qualifications of 
VET teachers, nor nationally recognized register of trainers or formal recruitment procedures. 

Summarising the findings on VET teacher and trainer training systems and practice the 
results are: Minor differences between federal states / providers in Germany, huge differences 
in Italy and Lithuania. More enlightening is a comparison of findings on training systems and 



163 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

institutional settings because it reveals a high consistency for Italy: Governance on regional 
level and no national standards correspond to a manifoldness of VET teacher and trainer edu-
cation sub-systems. 

The German approach can be considered somehow consistent, as well: the share of respon-
sibilities, the corporatist beliefs and the minimum qualification standards led to non-identical, 
but similar education of VET teachers and trainers as well as of practice of VET in all regions; 
especially when regarding long time-spans. 

Situation in Lithuania is strongly differing from these consistent and stable descriptions from 
the two countries mentioned before: Although governance is central and norm standards had 
been set; an absence of institutionalized provision of training of VET teachers and trainers in 
Lithuania was reported – a contradictory finding that depicts the need of serious improvements. 
One of such future improvements is introduction of the new bachelor study program "Voca-
tional Pedagogy" by Vytautas Magnus University. This study program will provide bachelor 
degree in education science and qualification of vocational teacher after 3 years of studies and 
is planned to be launched in 2020-2021. 

Regarding trainers and work-place mentors or tutors; the situation within the three countries 
is rather similar: Although German trainers need a short qualification (trainer aptitude, approx. 
2 weeks) most of the colleagues who support Work-Based-Learning (WBL) are unskilled for 
VET. 

Comparing the competence profiles on bases of interviews it can be noticed, that VET 
teacher competence profiles from Germany and, to some extent, from Italy are more focused 
on the different didactical and methodological competences in the field of curriculum design – 
and on improving teaching lessons and practical trainings. In Lithuania, however, the focus 
rather is in the field of management and organisation of the education and training processes. 
This difference at least partially can be explained by the influence of recent methodological 
approaches in the field of VET curriculum design. 

Notwithstanding these differences, there have been identified 11 transnational common 
fields of competence for VET teachers and VET trainers, each. The headings of the following 
tables briefly describe these fields. They are partly identical for VET-teachers and trainers – 
but listed separately with respect to further exploitation in self-estimation online-tool. Entries 
below these bold headings of competence fields do not claim to describe these holistic fields as 
an operationalisation or as a checklist; they are just highlighting some activities within these 
fields to facilitate development of statements for self-estimation within online-tool. As men-
tioned in Chapter 3 the statements are based on expert hearings and group discussions contour-
ing the core work processes and competences of VET teachers and trainers. They are assigned 
to the corresponding fields of VET-teachers as shown below1, see Table 1. 

Table 1 
Core work processes of VET teachers 

1 Planning of Vocational Educational and Training  

comparing self-made learning material with the material produced by colleagues  
planning and designing lessons, considering that each student performs differently 
selecting contents and methods, forms of teaching and communication with reference to cur-
ricula and, if necessary, individual development plans 
testing the prepared learning and training materials and methods in order to evaluate their 
suitability with learning requirements and learning needs of the students 

 
1  For full list of fields of competence and assigned statements and fields of competence of VET-trainers visit 

www.teachvet.eu 
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considering social and cultural diversity while designing the educational content for different 
groups of learners 
training skills that are required in economy considering general technological and social 
trends (Industry 4.0, demographic changes, social status of students, etc.) 
designing and re-designing teaching and learning processes taking findings of research about 
the acquisition of knowledge and skills into account 
preparing long-term, short-term and thematic training plans  
collecting and evaluating information about work processes and their changes of the respec-
tive apprenticeship 
I estimate that my planning competences are sufficient to fulfil my tasks2 

 
2 Implementation of vocational training and learning in VET-schools 
being responsible for workplace safety 
considering individual needs and possibilities of students  
… 

 
3 Implementation of vocational training and learning in enterprises3 
searching social partners and mentors for practical training and establishing contacts of co-
operation  
coordinating practical training in real workplaces 
… 

 
4 Diversity: Teaching students with special needs4 
adjusting the learning environment (infrastructure – working and learning areas, equipment, 
etc.) referring to the specific conditions and needs of learners and by following instructions 
and recommendations of specialists 
preparing and adjusting learning and training materials for students with special needs* (with 
visual, audition, movement impairments and disabilities, behaviour and understanding im-
pairments, etc.)   
… 

 
5 Assessment and monitoring of student’s learning outcomes 
foreseeing assessment tasks in long-term and short-term training plans  
executing formative assessment of acquired knowledge, practical and key skills  

… 
 

6 Advising students and parents on issues of vocational education, employment and ca-
reer 
searching information for counselling on descriptors and profiles of qualifications and occu-
pations  
supporting students in finding appropriate VET programmes 
… 

 
2  The 10th statement always does not represent a task but is of importance for the online tool regarding the 

self-estimation. 
3  In Germany the processing of these tasks would be assigned to the VET trainers. In Lithuania, these tasks 

can also belong to the core activities of VET teachers. 
4  The expression “students with special needs” refers to all students with problems that give them a disad-

vantage compared to their peers (students with difficulties of learning deriving from physical, mental or due 
to the social / family context of belonging). 
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7 Project work and involvement in the development of VET provision 
collecting information about local, national and international events related to professional 
activity  
preparing students for national and international skills competitions  

… 
 

8 Professional development 
reflecting executed training activities (strengths, weaknesses and potential for improvement) 
by using feedback from students and other data   
foreseeing the directions of development and advancement of technological, pedagogic-di-
dactic, and key competences   
…  

 
9 Managing students’ conflicts and emotions 
fostering communication and recognition of emotions 
usage of classroom-management techniques 
… 

 
10 Digital competences development 
using cloud services and platforms with students (e.g. google office) in order to foster learn-
ing process 
knowing various media that can be used for education and being able to apply them 
… 

 
11 Co-operation with VET schools, chambers, international partners 
cooperating with social partners regularly on issues related to the provision of work-based 
learning and apprenticeship (curriculum design, organisation and provision of training) 
cooperating with social partners in monitoring and assurance of quality of provided voca-
tional education and training  
…  

 
These outcomes served as basis for the design of the online tools for self-assessment and 

competence development (IO2 of project TEACH-VET).  On basis of this comparative analysis 
of teaching competences of VET teachers and trainers in the partner countries, an on-line in-
strument for assessment and development of teaching competence for VET teachers and train-
ers was created (see www.teachvet.eu). VET teachers and trainers from Germany, Lithuania, 
Italy or everyone who wants can visit the page with information5 about the project and the 
partners, the comparative study offering a comprehensive insight into status, strength, opportu-
nities and development needs of educational systems for VET-teachers and trainers in the par-
ticipating countries Lithuania, Germany and Italy and the potentials for mutual learning, trans-
national (for Lithuania, Germany, and Italy) common fields of competence for VET teachers 
resp. VET trainers that sketches skills needed for a modern, work-process oriented VET edu-
cation. In addition to that, the developed tool on basis of the studies from the TEACH-VET 
project there is the option to self-assess one’s own competences in any of the analysed 10 fields 
via the 11 statements. The self-estimation is free and it is possible rather to take the assessment 
for only one field or for all. The result is a printable pdf version of the current status and can be 

 
5		 Information	 is	available	 in	English, German, Lithuanian and Italian via choosing your language on the 

website. 



166 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

updated any time. Moreover, a section was built to provide concrete information on possible 
courses (online and offline recommendations in mother tongue German, Lithuanian, Italian) in 
order to improve the competences in any competence field. The recommendations given vary 
from traditional seminars at a university to the online offers like interactive courses via Moodle. 

 Conclusions 
Regarding instruments and mechanisms related to the standardisation of competences and qual-
ifications of VET teachers and trainers, there can be outlined the absence of coherent and sys-
temic standardisation in Lithuania and Italy. The introduction of a national occupational stand-
ard of the education sector, which includes qualifications of VET teachers and trainers, should 
help to solve this problem in Lithuania. 

Despite of different orientation of the analysed competence profiles of VET teachers and 
trainers towards didactical and cultural competences (bigger attention to these competences in 
Germany and Italy, less attention in Lithuania), the comparison of these profiles permitted to 
develop common fields of competence as basis for self-estimation and development of peda-
gogical and professional competences. 

Teach-VET project did not only disclose teaching and training competences and strengths 
respective weaknesses of VET-teacher and trainer educational systems in Lithuania, Germany 
and Italy, partners expect additionally, that using and exploitation of the developed online tool 
for assessment of teaching competences of VET teachers and trainers will significantly improve 
self-estimation of beneficiaries. And, as a consequence, effectiveness of provided services of 
training and competence development support for VET teachers and trainers should develop – 
as well as project partners hope that policy makers and stakeholders improve their governance 
– and treat the relevance of effectiveness of competence development of VET teachers and 
trainers seriously. 
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Abstract 

The German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) funds projects of commer-
cial and non-profit Vocational Education and Training (VET) providers in order to transfer 
VET services by developing business models in an international context. For a former funding 
line, research has identified factors that support the transfer of VET services. Our contribution 
analyses the relevance of those factors for a current BMBF-funding line and is empirically 
based on an online survey among currently funded projects. Our main finding is that formerly 
identified success factors are still relevant in the context of the new funding line. Furthermore, 
our results underscore the outstanding importance of communication and customer integration 
in the context of internationalisation. 

Keywords 
internationalisation strategy; business model development; transfer of VET 

 Introduction 
The dual principle within initial and further VET is considered a success factor for economic 
and social developments in Germany, but also at the international level (Hilbig, 2019a). In order 
to make this principle more viable internationally, the BMBF has created funding lines directed 
at the transfer of dual vocational training to different target countries. In the current funding 
line “Internationalisation of Vocational Education and Training (IBB)”, projects develop busi-
ness models to transfer VET-services to target countries and each project attempts to adapt its 
service to the specific context of the targeted country. 

Although the question concerning the transferability of training systems is currently of great 
relevance (Wiemann et al., 2019), a direct transfer of the German vocational training system 
appears difficult (Wolf, 2017). The same applies to the transferability of individual services in 
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this context (Posselt et al., 2019), which makes a market-specific adaptation of different ele-
ments to be transferred even more important (Wiemann et al., 2019). 

Following Hilbig (2019b), one option to transform national towards international business 
models is project-driven. Like any other organisation, the internationalisation of a service pro-
vider requires the consideration of internationalisation activities in the business model (Hilbig, 
2019a). In addition to the planning of internationalisation activities, internationalisation re-
quires a major capital and management effort in the home and target countries (Kutschker & 
Schmidt, 2011; Hilbig, 2019b). This seems rather difficult to implement against the background 
of a state funding line considering the limitations of project organisations (cf. ISO 21500). With 
regard to internationalisation, the chosen strategy for market entry is of particular importance 
(Hilbig, 2019b). In researching the previous funding line “Export of Vocational Education and 
Training (BEX)” (duration 2010-2017), the Fraunhofer Center for Central and Eastern Europe 
(MOEZ) identified drivers for, and obstacles to, the export of vocational education and training, 
based on interviews with the actors of the funded BEX projects (Fraunhofer MOEZ, 2012). 
Among those factors were drivers such as high appreciation of “Quality made in Germany” or 
political support in Germany and abroad. Examples for obstacles are missing acceptance of 
VET in the project country or communication barriers at the target market. Our study aims to 
answer the following research questions: (1) Are the drivers and obstacles towards the interna-
tional transfer of VET as identified in the MOEZ-study valid for the IBB context as well? (2) 
If yes, to what extent do the actors of the actual funding line IBB perceive the factors identified 
by the MOEZ fostering or hindering? 

 Theoretical frame 
The findings of the MOEZ study relate to the BEX funding line that aimed to deliver transfer-
able business models for the context of different target countries. The successor funding line 
IBB also supports the transfer of VET services, based on the development of business models 
and with a focus on building up educational cooperation agreements. Therefore, the identified 
drivers and obstacles identified by the MOEZ should also be relevant in this context. Drivers 
are described as: 
 
• a high appreciation of “quality made in Germany” in each project’s target country (D1) 

and worldwide presence and appreciation of German industry and products (D2) as im-
portant market forces; 

• modularisation of VET services (D3), practical demonstration of (initial) education con-
tent (D4) and the certification of educational achievements (D5) allow for the adaption 
of educational services in new markets and create customer proximity; 

• political marketing at higher level (D6), flanking of political actors (D7) and cross-sec-
toral cooperation and uniformity D8) are considered important factors for dissemination 
and, therefore, for the sustainability of the educational service; 

• the linking of technology and education in export activities (D9), the collaborative ap-
proach within the projects (D10), solid partners in the project country (D11) and the in-
volvement of major German firms (D12) were identified as relevant factors for fostering 
internal structure and strategic direction of the projects (MOEZ, 2012). 

 
The obstacles mostly relate to industry forces and key trends (see Porter, 2013) and refer to: 
 
• the missing acceptance of (initial) vocational education in the project country (O1), the 

incompatibility at a systemic level (O2) and communication barriers as well as cultural 
differences (O3) which in sum are general competition disadvantages (MOEZ, 2012); 
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• a lack of technical infrastructure in the project country (O4), limited scope to pricing due 
to local purchasing power (O5) and a relatively high distance to the target market (O6) 
stand as economic barriers; 

• finally, legal insecurities and political barriers emanate from state dominance and bureau-
cracy in the education sector of project country (O7), legal uncertainties in the sustainable 
provision of the service (O8) and customs and visa regulations and their influences on the 
project (O9) (MOEZ, 2012). 

 
Overall, those drivers and obstacles capture the environment of a developed business model to 
transfer services in vocational education and training. Considering that a business model needs 
to reflect the chosen strategic orientation to be effective in terms of implementation (Hilbig, 
2019a) and for achieving sustainability, this study refers to both Osterwalder and Pigneur 
(2013) as well as Porter (2013). Although the MOEZ-study has already identified several rele-
vant factors, our work aims to provide further empirical evidence for existing factors and to 
identify if there are more factors, related to the current funding line. 

 Method and sample 
The first aim of this study is to empirically validate the MOEZ drivers and obstacles towards 
internationalisation within the current funding line (IBB). In a first step, we built a questionnaire 
by operationalising the MOEZ findings into 58 items1. The online survey addressed commercial 
and non-profit German VET service providers and developers that are financed within the IBB 
funding line. To gather more information about the involved enterprises, the questionnaire re-
spected company-related information additionally (e.g. share of education services in total com-
pany turnover, addressed target groups in Germany and project country or addressed education 
sectors in Germany and project country). We initially sent out 37 requests and received 31 
completed questionnaires (n=31), which is a small sample to give general conclusions about 
the drivers and obstacles towards internationalisation. Yet, considering the high response rate 
(84%), the sample qualifies to give a detailed insight about drivers and obstacles towards inter-
nationalisation for projects within the IBB funding line. In general, one member per company 
answered and in the majority of the cases, there were two completed questionnaires for each 
project. 

The IBB-funded projects consist of at least two involved partners, representing vocational 
training providers, commercial enterprises or associations. In addition, each project has a so-
called study partner who can hold different functions in the process. In this study, the partici-
pating commercial enterprises are the focus of interest. The participating commercial actors 
mainly represent small and medium enterprises (SMEs) that offer services in the initial and 
further VET. 

Before we started the data analysis, we conducted some tests to match application require-
ments for the data analysis. As expected, a normal distribution (Chi2) was not given due to the 
rather small sample size. Within the next step, the internal consistency of the scales was deter-
mined while keeping the limitations of a small sample in mind (cf. Bortz & Lienert, 2008). To 
check if the questionnaire has sufficient internal consistency, we tested the value of Cronbach’s 
α in order to find out, whether the dimensions reflect the MOEZ-factors. The minimal value 
can vary between 0.5 and 0.95, according to author and research approach (Müller, 2007). Due 
to the small sample size, the threshold for internal consistency is set at α≥0.6 (Malhotra, 1999). 

 
1  The major part of the items was designed as statements to be evaluated by the participants (scale level “1=to-

tally disagree” to “6=totally agree”; available was also option “7=I cannot evaluate this item). Some items 
required the selection of an option (e.g. yes/no). Open questions after each section allowed the specification 
of evaluation results. 
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This value was reached for five out of the eleven items that portray drivers, while four of them 
(D5 and D13*) reach insufficient results. On the one hand, this was an expected result due to 
the mentioned limitation. On the other hand, it could also mean that factors would actually have 
to be included or excluded. Thus, before the dimensions were accepted or rejected, a factor 
analysis was carried out in the cases with unsatisfactory Cronbach’s α. Since the underlying 
items are based on the results of an empirical study, the aim of the survey was not to exclude 
information, but rather to identify gaps that require further development through research. 

The drivers D2, D7, D9, D12 and D14* “Integration of customers in the transfer process” 
are extracted single items scales. The internal consistencies for the items that portray obstacles 
show acceptable or sufficient values (O2, O5, O6, O7 and O9). The threshold for internal con-
sistency was missed for O1, O3 and O8. In two cases (O5 and O8) a factor analyses resulted in 
the splitting of O5 into O5.1 “price-setting power is limited”, O5.2 “Importance of profitability” 
and O5.3 “Adoption of product to market appears difficult”. Moreover, O8 was split into O8.1 
“Legal uncertainties in the sustainable provision of the service” and O8.2 “Legal uncertainties 
causing planning uncertainties” (single item scale). With this new set-up, we began our data 
analysis. 

 Analysis and results 
To analyse whether or not the drivers and obstacles towards internationalisation observed by 
MOEZ can also be detected in our sample, we first present a descriptive analysis of the relevant 
items. Second, we describe the differences between companies with and without an available 
internationalisation strategy at project start. Third, we use the Kruskall-Wallis-test to compare 
the means of these two groups related to all confirmed drivers and obstacles variables in order 
to analyse the different perceptions of VET service providers. Finally, an explorative analysis 
of the factors shows correlations between the drivers and obstacles via a correlation-matrix, 
which yields insights into important research desiderata. 

 Relevant drivers: appreciation of vet and customer orientation 
At first, we discuss the average outcomes of the survey regarding the drivers. The results sug-
gest that the factors of the MOEZ-study apply to the current funding line to a certain extent. 
This congruence is especially clear for the area of market forces. The participants agree to a 
large extent with a high appreciation of “quality made in Germany” in the project country (D1, 
mean=5,36) and the perceived worldwide presence and appreciation of German industry and 
products (D2, mean=5,17) within our sample. The relevance to adapt educational services into 
new markets and creation of customer proximity is confirmed for the case of the need to mod-
ularise VET services (D3, mean= 5,17), like  for a project on further education in mechatronics 
in Serbia, and can be also confirmed for the aspect to practically demonstrate (initial) education 
content (D4, mean=4,91). The relevance of the certification of educational achievements (D5, 
mean=3,81) appears to be somewhat less important to the former findings: Only single projects 
follow the approach to certify VET education services, for instance a geothermal energy project 
in Spain. A few projects receive political support (e.g. a green-tech VET project in Greece) but 
the majority does not or rather not (D6, mean =3,00; D7= 2,55; D8= 3,71). This result says 
nothing about the relevance of political support. It can only give information about a received 
or not received support. The linking of technology and education in export activities showed 
pronounced consent of the participants regarding the item “export of education” (D9, 
mean=5,62). They rather declined the other options “export of technology” and “export of com-
plementary offer”. Finally, the involvement of major German firms (D12, mean=3,43), as in 
one project in the automotive sector in Mexico, seems not to be given in most of the cases. The 
collaborative approach within the projects could not be validated as a scale. Two single item 
scales represent possible sub-dimensions that should be further developed. Overall, 32,3% of 
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the participants did not have any existing networks at the beginning of the project (D10) and 
3,2% reported a local office at the project start (D11). 

Additional to the MOEZ-results, two new drivers were identified, namely the “design of 
relationships in the project country” (D13, mean=5,77) and the “integration of customers in the 
transfer process” (D14, mean=5,34). The results suggest that the respondents consider corre-
sponding activities to be very important, pointing to a high relevance for the internationalisation 
process. A possible explanation can be found in Saebi et al. (2017), who state that companies 
geared to market development are also more likely to adapt their business models than those 
geared to defending an existing market position (Saebi et al., 2017). The question of what the 
market actually demands has yet to be answered for these projects. 

 Relevant obstacles: connectivity and profitability 
Sabei et al. (2017) show that business models are most likely to be adapted to the given chal-
lenges rather than to opportunities. Taking a look at the obstacles in the context of IBB, we can 
say that the acceptance of VET in the project country (O1, mean=4,37) as well as the (esti-
mated) incompatibility of transfer product and target environment (O2, mean=4,10) are im-
portant factors for our respondents and, therefore, appear to be important for internationalisa-
tion activities. Another central factor is the lack of technical infrastructure (O4, mean= 5,56). 
For most of the expected obstacles, the results of the online survey suggest that they are poten-
tially important for the transfer of VET, but have rather low relevance in our sample.  Finally, 
the newly identified factor “importance of profitability”, which is valued by the participants as 
relevant (O5.2, mean=4,80; “rather agree” up to “agree”). This aspect will be revived in the 
discussion. 

Summing up the results relating to obstacles we can say that the participants evaluate most 
of the MOEZ-factors as not too important obstacles with the exception of the factors connec-
tivity and profitability. 

 Explorative analysis of the drivers and obstacles 
Internationalisation strategies need actions to be implemented (Hilbig, 2019b). Those actions 
are based on assumptions about drivers and obstacles and, thus, meet them in a planned manner. 
With an existing internationalisation strategy, supporting factors are integrated and challenges 
are counteracted. It is imaginable that those projects, that had an internationalisation strategy 
from the start, face drivers and obstacles in a different way compared to those companies or 
VET providers without. A comparison between the cases “internationalisation strategy availa-
ble (1)” and “internationalisation strategy not available (2)” provides starting points to analyse 
different initial conditions and resulting strategic actions during the transfer process. Overall, 
26 participants answered the related item. Half of them (n=13) state to have an internationali-
sation strategy, while others have none or are currently developing it. Due to the small sample, 
a non-parametric mean value comparison for independent groups (Kruskall-Wallis-test) was 
conducted for the most important drivers and obstacles as reported by the participants: drivers 
1,2,3,4,13,14 and obstacles 1,2,4,5.2. 

There were no significant differences identified, resulting in H0: “There is no difference 
between the groups1,2 related to the factorD,O” being accepted. A descriptive statistic of this 
item shows, that half of the participants (N=26) reported an existing internationalisation strat-
egy. The other half, however, is rather drivers: seven report an internationalisation strategy 
under development, two did not answer. Only four report not having an internationalisation 
strategy. 

An additional exploratory analysis of the factors, however, yielded some interesting insights 
that might lead to further research. Desiderata are presented in the discussion. Table 1 and 2 
show selected results. 
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A strong correlation at a level of p=.001** can be noted for the appreciation of quality “made 
in Germany” and the presence of German industry in the project countries. Another strong cor-
relation, here, links quality and the practical demonstration of VET content. 
Within our sample, a moderate negative correlation (p≤0.005*) between German companies 
abroad (as e.g. cooperation partners or customers) and the flanking by political actors is given. 
Opposed to this finding, there is a strong relation between political marketing and the perceived 
cross-departmental coordination of supportive associations or actors. The mean value itself sug-
gests that those who do not use political marketing also do not notice a crossover coordination 
of relevant institutions in the funding context (German and international). If education cooper-
ation agreements were targeted at a national level, this aspect would have to be deepened. 

Table 1 
Correlation matrix of the internationalisation drivers 

 

D
2 Presence of G
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an industry 

D
4 Practical content 
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D
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cal actors  
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ross- depart. co-
ordination  

D
12 G
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an com

pa-
nies abroad 

D
12 A

ssociations of 
project country  

D1 Quality appreciation .789 ** .542 **     .425 *   
D3 Modularisation     .400 *       
D6 Political marketing       .734 **   .406 * 
D12 German companies 
abroad 

    -.419 *       

D13 Companies of project 
country 

      -.482 *     

Legend. *correlation significant at level .05 (2-tailed); **correlation significant at level .01 (2-
tailed) 
 
There was no relation found between customer integration and the design of relationships e.g. 
with modularisation or network items. This was, however, an expected result due to the im-
portant role of customer integration in business model development (Fähnrich & Optiz, 2003). 

Regarding the obstacles, a certain number of strong correlations were observed. Most of 
them related to communication and market aspects (cf. Table 2). Many respondents cited chal-
lenges with communication (O3) as well as distance to the target market (O6) and sustainable 
implementation (O8.1). Respecting the mean values, we can state that those actors, who rather 
do not experience communication problems, do not see such in terms of distance and imple-
mentation possibilities. A focus on this indicates that the enterprises actively avoid it to become 
a problem – meaning a target market-oriented planning in advance and, therefore, possibly in-
dicating a developed internationalisation strategy. 

Table 2 shows a medium negative correlation (p≤0.005*) between the lack of acceptance 
of VET (O1) and a limited pricing power (O5). Respecting the mean values, this can be read as 
the more the acceptance of VET in the project country is lacking the less the price-setting power 
is limited. This could indicate that the higher the lack of acceptance of VET appears the less 
pricing opportunities are perceived at the target market. 



174 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

Table 2 
Correlation matrix of the internationalisation obstacles 
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visa regulations  

O1 Lack of acceptance of VET -.377 *         
O3 Communication difficulties  .396 * .721 ** .573 **   .438 ** 
O4 Lack of technical infrastructure       .559 *   
O7 State dominance in education sector     .704 **   .530 ** 
O8.1Legal uncertainties in the sustainable 
provision of the service 

        .511 * 

Legend. **correlation (p) significant at level .05 (2-tailed); **correlation (p) significant at level 
.01 (2-tailed) 
 

 Discussion 
The research questions can be answered as follows: (1) the drivers and obstacles for the devel-
opment of international VET services as identified by the MOEZ for the BEX funding line are 
valid for the IBB context as well. However, there are some reservations. A larger sample that 
goes beyond the funding context and includes all kinds of VET providers might reach a better 
internal consistency and, through that, a better empirical foundation. 

Concerning research question (2) we found that especially the hindering factors are less im-
portant for the IBB-projects than highlighted by the MOEZ results. For most of the expected 
obstacles, the results of the online survey suggest that they are potentially important for the 
transfer of VET but have rather low relevance in our sample. Here, two explanations are feasi-
ble: First, the research context of the funding line IBB is a successor of the funding line BEX. 
Thus, project actors might have learned from the former context and potential obstacles could 
have been taken into account when planning a new project. Second, it could be that the changed 
focus of the funding line IBB (transfer of VET through business models and development of 
educational cooperation) compared to the previous funding directive (export of VET, BEX) has 
made other factors more important. 

Specific findings for this research were that communication and customer integration factors 
becoming more important than found by former research. This is an important aspect regarding 
the further development of research instruments. 

Moreover, profitability appeared to be an important aspect. It is inherent in the development 
of business models to be profitable. This aspect might work for market-related business models. 
However, the education sector contains not only private education offers, but also state-run 
education. If projects aim to transfer VET services to a public education sector, profitability 
appears at least questionable as an indicator for a successful implementation of VET services. 
The evaluation made by the participants of the survey highlights this aspect as a challenge. 

Based on the participants’ answers concerning the availability of an internationalisation 
strategy in many cases, it can be conservatively assumed that the participating enterprises were 
well prepared for the transfer of VET services. The findings also point to transfer activities 
based on certain conditions, e.g. clear customer segments, often with a German background 
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(German companies abroad). We found a strong correlation of appreciation of quality “made 
in Germany” with the presence of German industry in the project countries as well as with 
practical demonstration of VET content. One explanation might be the proximity of German 
education transfer, its actors and the companies in the target country, which are often German 
companies, as the survey data show. Another explanation might be the perceived image of Ger-
man VET in the project countries. Assumed reputation of VET for example could work as a 
motor for the transfer activities (cf. Kühn, 2020). The negative correlation of lacking acceptance 
regarding VET in the project country and a limited pricing power might indicate that even if 
there is little acceptance of VET in the project country in general, however, this does not influ-
ence the pricing opportunities. This could suggest a clear customer segment or agreement and 
no need to compete with other providers at the market. The export component could be 
achieved, however, without effecting the VET infrastructure in the project country. 

Related to the drivers it can be said, that the conditions to transfer VET are conductive in 
terms of external presence. The actors are aware of the necessity to adapt VET services to the 
local or national requirements in the projects’ target country. The negative correlation of Ger-
man companies abroad and existing political support in Germany as well as in the project coun-
try is a notable result at this point. It could indicate that the more a VET service transferring 
approach targets German industry abroad, the less political support is given. Yet, we do not 
know, whether political support would be a driving factor or not. If an enterprise has its cus-
tomers fixed with no or rather no intention to effect public infrastructure, there might be no 
need to involve political actors. It could also mean that the market entry strategy does not in-
volve political support. This approach would indicate a strategy based on “known” customers 
and, through that, relativize the reported importance of customer integration. However, this 
aspect needs further research. 

The role of certification is not as high as expected, while it is noteworthy that political sup-
port is often perceived weak. Particularly with regard to the continuity of educational services, 
it must be taken into account that sustainability can originate from a monetarily oriented busi-
ness model on the one hand, but can also be a non-monetary part of the further development of 
an educational system or social capital on the other hand. The latter would require the appro-
priate involvement of political actors. This aspect should be deepened in further research. 

 Limitations 
Our study yielded important results, but they also have to be seen in the light of its limitations. 
A first limitation is the context itself. Since the funding line represents the environment of the 
study, the possibility of socially desirable statements by the participants cannot be excluded. 
Secondly, there is only limited generalizability of the findings due to the small sample and the 
funding context. However, in relation to the aim of limiting the analysis on the IBB funding 
line as the population, the response rate justifies to give valid statements about the effect of 
drivers and obstacles within the funding line. Future research with larger samples of VET pro-
viders and analysis of VET transfer activities beyond German actors are considered necessary 
to further solidify the effect of the MOEZ drivers and obstacles towards internationalisation. 
The validity of those variables in a broader sample could give valuable insights into VET trans-
fer processes generally. 

 Conclusion 
Although this study has limitations, it provided insights into the design of VET transfer, the 
perception of the funding and transfer environment and the intensity with which an internation-
alisation strategy is pursued. Until now, there are not enough scientific studies on the subject 
of business models in the VET sector. There is still a high demand in this field due to changing 
environmental conditions, e.g. technological change. This study has contributed to fill this gap, 
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albeit within the limited scope of the IBB funding line. Relevant findings for international VET 
services are the emphasis of communication, cooperation and profitability as highly relevant 
factors for transfer processes, even though the funding line limits the significance or transfera-
bility of the results. At the political level, it can be discussed to what extent (expanded) cross-
national political cooperation can respect the time factor. Still, there is a lack of evidence with 
regard to the success of business models and related promoting factors. Moreover, and maybe 
even more important, there is almost no evidence concerning those factors that would drive a 
system improvement. The question, how a VET cooperation could be of added value for the 
project countries as aimed by the funding line, has not yet been clarified. This research question 
would lead the market-oriented approach used in this study to a scope with capacity building. 
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Abstract 
The paper discusses the role of adult education in creating positive age images. It is based on 
the results of a qualitative research study about subjective ageing experiences and the respective 
coping strategies of elderly people. Ageing in this paper is problematised in terms of age images 
and the underlying social structures that actually promote social exclusion of the elderly. On 
the basis of the empirical findings the paper discusses some initiatives that offer new opportu-
nities to engage and to take responsibility that allow people to remain connected to society even 
after retirement. Adult Education and research can not only offer participation in courses, but 
act itself as a kind of employer for the elderly. They can engage as trainers and consultants, 
doing educational work. By this, Adult Education can contribute to work on positive age im-
ages. 

Keywords 
age images; learning; later life; adult education; citizen science 

 Introduction 
Ageing as a research topic is of high significance in European societies, where demographic 
change leads to an increasing number of elderly people and therefore to specific dynamics of 
social relations between certain groups (Walsh et al., 2017; Kneale, 2012). Educational science 
and especially adult education have also been dealing with the topic more intensively for several 
years. But it is only recently that not only the topics of vocational training and employment has 
been addressed, but also questions of inclusion, responsibility and social commitment after re-
tirement (Schmidt, 2011; Walsh et al., 2017). 

For many years, the discourse about ageing was dominated by a deficit perspective 
(BMFSFJ, 2010), which was based in negative images of age (e.g. the adolescence-maximums-
hypothesis, ibid.). In the meantime, however, politics and research have started to emphasize 
the capacity and the potential of people in later life. It focuses more on the fact they can actively 
shape their lives and use their potential. However, the very terms "older people", “elderly” or 
even “young old” imply the attribution of a special status, a special role of this group of people. 
The discourse therefore still remains in the logic of (economic) productiveness, which leads to 
a demarcation line for the attribution of a special role. That is why elderly people are particu-
larly addressed as "young old people" in their potentials of participation and social commit-
ment. 
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Yet, older people are quite resistant to being appropriated for welfare purposes, such as re-
ducing the costs of financial engagement in social areas. It is therefore important to ask openly 
how older people experience their situation and, on this basis, to find out where they see oppor-
tunities for (self-determined) participation and assumption of responsibility. Only on that basis 
it will be possible to find adequate ways of reconnecting communities. On that basis we can 
then ask, which role adult education and science can play in offering possibilities of reconnec-
tion. The paper therefore concerns the following three research questions: 

 
1. How do older people experience their own situation of ageing? 
2. How do they deal with these experiences and which ways of participation do they use? 
3. Which role can adult education and science play in reconnecting people in later life and 

in promoting positive age images? 
 
To discuss these questions, I will firstly recapitulate the connection between age images and 

the specific structure of modern (German) society that provokes social exclusion of retired peo-
ple. I will then present a study about subjective ageing experience and coping strategies of 
elderly people. Finally, I will present some initiatives and opportunities by which adult educa-
tion can contribute to social inclusion and to realizing new age images. 

 The gap between positive age images and the social structure of meritocracy 
The discussion about images mainly refers to individual opinions and attitudes towards old age 
and towards older people (BMBF, 2010). Secondly, it includes collective and institutional im-
ages of old age, developed and reproduced by institutional practices. Thirdly, it addresses the 
central question of how societies deal with old age and what kind of structures and opportunities 
they offer to not exclude older people (Kulmus, 2019). 

 Age images between deficits and potentials 
The discussion about age images has always been strongly polarized (Göckenjan, 2009). Neg-
ative and positive images are still being contrasted as opposites, although research results have 
long since emphasized and empirically proven the complexity of images of age (Schmitt & 
Kruse, 2005). 

The background of negative images of old age lies in what gerontologists call biological age, 
which is associated with degradation processes at the biological or even cellular level. Ageing 
in that view is described as the (partly) reduction of physical and even mental abilities. The so-
called adolescence-maximus-hypothesis states that human intelligence performance peaks at 
around age 20 and then irreversibly decreases (Lehr, 2007). But this hypothesis was developed 
on the basis of various methodologically problematic intelligence tests and has long been con-
sidered obsolete. Instead, gerontological research offers a differentiation between fluid intelli-
gence and crystalline intelligence. While fluid intelligence describes the processing speed of 
the brain and may be declining in older age, it is different with crystallized intelligence. Crys-
tallized intelligence includes general knowledge, know-how, vocabulary, language comprehen-
sion, etc., and it serves to cope with practical life (or professional) tasks. Crystallized intelli-
gence may not only be retained in old age but may even increase (Lehr, 2007). 

Hence, in contrast to the deficit-oriented perspective, a discourse of active ageing and po-
tentials of later life not only came up but even has become dominant in recent years. It refers to 
both the empirical reality and the political programmatic of active ageing. While the latter con-
tains a strong idea of productivity, the former is based on empirical knowledge about today's 
generations of older people: On average, their life expectancy has increased, they have a good 
health and education level, but in return they retire relatively early and still have a long time to 
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live. They can actively shape their life and develop and realize their potentials. However, losses 
that nevertheless go hand in hand with ageing are often ignored in this discourse. 

Indeed, images of age are much more complex than the dichotomy deficit vs. potential sug-
gests. Although studies on individual images of age constantly show clear correlations between 
age images and well-being, mental health or participation in learning activities, gerontologists 
stress that images of age are much more ambivalent than is usually communicated. Depending 
on the type of survey and the type of question, a wide variety of stereotypes can be activated in 
a person (there is a multitude of ideas and attitudes about age). Hence, depending on the situa-
tion, people activate different stereotypes and ignore others (Schmitt & Kruse, 2005). The ques-
tion of age stereotypes thus remains on the level opinions about ageing. But they do not neces-
sarily guide action. This raises the question, why despite the rise of positive age images, we 
still observe and experience the exclusion and disconnection of older adults, especially after 
retiring. To do this, we need to look at fundamental structural conditions that frame our lives, 
opinions and actions. 

 Meritocracy as a structural cause for exclusion of elderly people 
The societal background to the exclusion of older adults lies in the structure of modern com-
petitive societies. In these, recognition and dignity are based on ideas of performance and 
achievement mainly in work contexts (Göckenjan, 2009; Denninger et al., 2014). One of the 
most important authors in Germany dealing with recognition theory is Honneth (2008). He ar-
gues that recognition is closely connected with work and, that is a crucial idea of the theory, 
with gainful employment. That means that work – if it should not be seen as a privately auton-
omous activity - must be organized and structured in a certain way in order to be worthy of 
wage and social recognition. Work has to make a contribution to the social division of labor by 
the social exchange of individual performance. In this way, however, the labor market can no 
longer be seen only from the functionalist perspective of increasing economic efficiency but 
must also perform the function of social integration (Honneth, 2008). According to Honneth 
(2008) with reference to Émile Durkheim, an organic solidarity arises then from the division of 
labor, because the members of society know that they are related to each other in the mutual 
recognition of their respective contributions to the common prosperity (Honneth, 2008). 

This idea includes some moral standards that are inherent to modern working societies. 
Firstly, this is a generalized obligation to contribute to the well-being of all through one's own 
work, and to develop one's own abilities in order to increase general wealth. Secondly, it is an 
expected return, which is the right to economic independence through a (minimum) wage (Hon-
neth, 2008). 

This makes it clear that retirement as the end of that gainful work as a caesura in the life 
course and the discourse on images of age are closely intertwined: The assumption of a declin-
ing performance, which is the core of negative age images, seem to justify the exclusion from 
labor market. It therefore creates a structural situation of disconnections within societies: There 
is a boundary created in the life course, which releases older people into a new phase of life and 
thus ascribes them a special status as “the old ones”, which lacks a basis for participation and 
recognition (Kulmus, 2018). 

On the individual level, this phase of life is characterized by great freedom, but at the same 
time it runs the risk of depriving individuals of the opportunity to develop their knowledge and 
skills, their experiences and their potentials. Non-specific activity requirements for older peo-
ple, such as those that dominated at least the beginnings of aging education (encouragement to 
be active in geriatric gymnastics and brain jogging, pure leisure activities, etc.) are partly de-
valued by older people themselves as trivialities without any meaning (Kulmus, 2018), because 
they cannot see any social relevance in them. Instead, they get the impression of being "parked" 
in their special status. They are supposed to keep busy and healthy, so as not to be a burden on 



181 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

the social system, but the social structures do not offer opportunities for real (which means 
relevant) participation. This is where the study referred to in this paper started. It askes, how 
older people themselves experience this situation and how they deal with it. 

 Methodology 
The study was about subjective ageing experience of elderly people and their coping strategies. 
A special focus was put on learning and participation in adult education as one strategy. Five 
group discussions had been conducted with a total of 31 people who were between 58 and 84 
years of age. The group discussions lasted between 60 and 105 minutes and were held in courses 
given in senior citizens´ centres in Berlin, Germany, such as Philosophy, Qigong and Taichi, 
Handcrafts and Painting. These community centres offer the advantage of “real-life groups” 
(Lamnek, 2005), which, however, – being rather places of encounters instead of education – 
can only be considered adjunctive to “education”, thus allowing for rather open discussions on 
the experience of the ageing process. 

Furthermore, group discussions have the advantage of stimulating elderly people to talk to 
one another and accordingly create openness for spontaneous topic decisions by the elderly 
themselves, something interview situations do not allow for (Lamnek, 2005). Hence, some 
ideas of the method of problem-based interviews (Witzel, 2000) had been adopted: Previous 
knowledge can be organized and included in the process of data collection as well as it allows 
an openness for empirical observations (Witzel, 2000). The previous knowledge is then orga-
nized as a heuristic-analytical framework for asking adequate questions in the research-interac-
tion. Therefore, the researcher brought some topics into the discussion that were essential re-
garding the research interests, such as questions around the fields of (end of) employment, of 
body experiences and of finiteness as criteria of ageing. In contrast to the very common use of 
group discussions (Bohnsack, 2012) it was not intended to explore group differences, but it was 
rather the above-mentioned reasons that lead to this method of data collection. Four group dis-
cussions were subjected to more in-depth analysis, based on Strauss and Corbin's Grounded 
Theory Model  (Strauss & Corbin, 1996). After showing categories of the subjective ageing 
experience, strategies of coping with these experiences have been revealed. Finally, the func-
tions of participation in adult education has been worked out. 

 Empirical findings: dealing with ageing experiences as a learning process 

 Strategies of dealing with ageing 
As a result, the study shows seven different strategies of dealing with ageing, such as, among 
others, selfcare, counteracting, ease, maintain control about life and death. More detailed, these 
strategies have been developed in Kulmus (2018), but what is important in the context of this 
paper, is, that the coping strategies first can be interpreted as learning processes, and that they 
therefore can be supported by adult education offers. Secondly, in an overarching perspective, 
this learning is oriented towards maintaining, expanding or even regaining identity and – as a 
crucial aspect of identity – recognition in the face of age-specific risks. They strive for loving 
acceptance of their aging self, for personal resonance and to expand their own life possibilities. 
They also demand opportunities for development in order to preserve one’s own feeling of 
being alive. People demand that they are able to learn and participate up to old age and that 
they are still able to take responsibility. In this way they maintain their claims to recognition. 

At the same time, these coping strategies reflect negative experiences of aging, to which they 
respond: these are physical or mental limitations, the fear of a painful end of life and the loss 
of joy and lightness due to growing difficulties in daily activities. It is also the experienced 
devaluation by others due to loss of ability, the structural exclusion from work contexts and 
thus also an imminent loss of roles and responsibilities, hence, the fear to become invisible that 
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makes ageing risky. Last but not least, feelings of being at the mercy of other people or of the 
health system are being discussed in the empirical setting (Kulmus, 2018), . 

The elderly people do not only trivialize their physical limitations but even taboo them, so 
as not to belong to the typical ("always whining") old people. Through humorous and ironic 
discussions about ageing they create a distance to it and they seek for possibilities of physical 
lightness such as senior dances or humorous evening events. But at the same time, they also 
work on more self-care and self-reflection and they also experience the freedom of this phase 
of life. This is precisely where the ambivalence of old age becomes apparent, as it is not sub-
jectively assessed either positively or negatively, but rather as a time when both are always 
present at the same time (Kulmus, 2018). 

What is decisive now is, how adult education can support individuals in shaping this new 
phase of life, in balancing positive and negative experiences and therefore in working on posi-
tive but realistic age images that are an expression of inclusion and social cohesion. 

 The role of participation in adult education courses 
Against this background of dealing with older age, participation in courses or informal group 
settings, such as those offered by adult education centers or senior citizens' meeting places, 
become much more important than it might seem at first glance. These institutions offer the 
opportunity to learn together in a voluntary, but reliable context. The institutional structures are 
strong: there are fixed and permanent appointments, relatively fixed groups and defined topics, 
but also the possibility to add new ones – according to the interest of the participants. These 
structures provide stability and commitment, the occupation with specific topics (philosophy, 
literature, qigong, but also discussions about daily politics or everyday life) not only allow dis-
traction from age-specific worries, but also ensure staying in contact with “the world” (Kulmus, 
2018). They allow participation at least through intellectual occupation even when mobility is 
reduced. It is thus a means of preventing a retreat into loneliness and eccentricity. In addition, 
some groups enable a considerable development of professionalism. For example, in the acrylic 
painting group, participants develop productivity and performance and even manage to exhibit 
and sell their paintings at public places, which is a source of recognition. 

 Furthermore, these adult education institutions are also a place of physical encounter where 
an accepting communication and personal resonance can be experienced instead of exclusion 
due to physical limitations (e.g. language difficulties after a stroke). And finally, they enable 
older adults to acquire new knowledge and to further develop their previous opinion, their bio-
graphical background, thus also to free themselves from biographical constraints. For this rea-
son, too, participation in such offerings is also a means of identity development and recognition, 
or, in other words, dignity. 

 Perspectives: the role of adult education in working on positive age images 
Based on these results, we can ask how the role of adult education can be thought even further 
regarding the development of a society, in which the reconnection of communities, commitment 
and responsibility of elderly people and inclusion become real. What is needed, are activities 
that actually make participation and dignity possible in accordance with the social value and 
recognition structures. This presupposes that they make a visible and meaningful contribution 
to society and thus make it possible for people to position themselves in the social context. 
Despite all the right to retire into a little more private life, identity and individuality cannot be 
developed and maintained in isolation, but are always referred to others, to social contexts and 
to the possibility to be seen and recognized. This is precisely where the social challenges lie 
and where adult education and even research can make a substantial contribution. There can be 
identified several fields of activity, where adult education and research can engage and play a 
crucial role, such as supporting senior trainer and senior counseling work, voluntary work, 
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citizen science activities and also by including and reconnecting older people through geronto-
logical action research. 

Firstly, referring to research, it would be very helpful to include older people more into re-
search, especially into gerontological research. To find out how older people really experience 
their ageing, physical limitations, social exclusions etc. it is crucial to ask them about it. And 
because there is still a lot to do when it comes to changing societal age images or even the social 
structures that lie behind them, it is important to develop new perspectives, new visions of how 
we want to live together. For this we must include older people themselves in research and 
development work.  Adult education research offers some specific adaptions of action research 
methods (Reason, 1994) that combine group discussions with creative elements (Bremer, 2001; 
Grell, 2006) and different actors (e.g. elderly people, adult educators, politicians). This allows 
not only for developing new visions (e.g. by creating collages about a “good life”), but it also 
can bring together different perspectives on a topic. This also includes reporting the results of 
the research back to the actors involved and developing strategies for action on this basis. 

Another type of research-related initiatives has been promoted during the last years. There 
is a growing number of citizen-science-projects, that invite older adults to research not only 
about ageing, but actually about any topic that is worked on at a university. Such projects exist 
in a wide range of subject areas, from linguistics, astronomy and biology to history and archival 
research (Michel-Alder, 2019). No formal scientific degree is required to take part, although 
older people with university experience are more likely to participate. Usually, this activity is 
also voluntary and can be carried out at flexible times. The contribution to research can also be 
significant (ibid.). Any necessary qualifications for the respective research activity are offered 
by the university in charge of the project. This kind of research activity opens up a specific 
chance of knowledge about the world and allows participation in diverse social groups (stu-
dents, scientists etc.). Research is always associated with temporary uncertainty, with discov-
ery, with curiosity and with learning, and at least at citizen science it takes place in a commu-
nity. It therefore can open up further learning opportunities offered by the university (Faulstich, 
2003). 

Secondly, knowledge-intensive fields of activity such as adult education itself or counseling 
offer considerable potential to apply and further develop the "crystallized" intelligence of older 
people and to reconnect with others. They are mainly organized as voluntary work. In Germany, 
for example, so-called senior citizens' offices have been established. They place older people 
in voluntary work opportunities in their respective region. Older people are also active in the 
Senior Trainers initiative (http://www.seniortrainer.org/). on a voluntary basis in various roles: 
as project developers and managers, as consultants, as trainers etc. Furthermore, there is a Sen-
ior Expert Service (SES) that primarily places retired specialists and executives in advisory and 
training positions abroad (https://www.ses-bonn.de/startseite). Last but not least, there are in-
dustry-specific agencies, such as in the automotive industry: experts from the economy can 
engage as interim managers (https://www.ase-automotive.com/) in certain projects or periods 
of transitions in enterprises. Unlike the above-mentioned initiatives, this activity is organized 
as a freelance activity, not on a voluntary basis. 

All these activities have in common, that they build on the experience of older people and 
enable them to expand it. In addition, this kind of activity allows people to remain involved in 
socially relevant contexts and with other people. It allows them not completely to be excluded 
from the social division of labor. They can therefore contribute their knowledge and skills and 
find their place in the world. Adult education can support such activities by offering qualifica-
tion programs for being a trainer, consultant or project manager. In some of these activities, it 
is obligatory to take a course before starting to work. In this way, the quality of the activity can 
also be assured, even if it is carried out on a voluntary basis. 
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In summary, continuing education and training providers are called upon not only to promote 
participation in Adult Education courses, but also to support older people in maintaining and 
updating their skills, to prepare them for new activities and to impart the new skills required for 
this. Adult education can even become an employer – maybe on a voluntary basis – for older 
adults as trainers and consultants. In addition, adult education institutions can also assist in the 
development of new fields of activity by providing orientation and support for the search move-
ments that older people may need to undertake. And last but not least, they are required to 
observe and question the existing images of old age in their own institution, for example how 
they deal with their own older employees and what kind of age images they transfer in their 
courses. 

The voluntary nature of most activities can, however, also be viewed critically: On the one 
hand, it fulfils the need of many older people to work flexibly and according to their own meas-
urements, i.e. largely self-determined. At the same time, the remuneration is also a symbol of 
social esteem (Kulmus, 2016), and for this reason the exclusion problem remains to a certain 
extent. Older people retain a special role, since voluntary commitment always has a certain 
nice-to-have character. Hence, it should at least become more important to make such activities 
really visible to others and to reflect and acknowledge the social value of such activities publicly 
– that might contribute to a new understanding of what kind of activities should be valuable in 
our society. 

The contribution of adult education to that issue presented in this last chapter is an expression 
of a new role that adult education can take in realizing positive age images: that society and the 
elderly themselves have set out to open up such fields of activity and thus create real spaces for 
participation, recognition and self-development even in old age. The above-mentioned initia-
tives and fields of activity show that adult education is on the way along this path. 
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Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to reconstruct governance mechanisms that are responsible for the fact 
that, despite international trends towards the academisation of education, in Switzerland the 
apprenticeship-system has remained dominant in comparison to a more general school-based 
pathway. To this end, we analyse how, in the process of institutionalisation of upper secondary 
education from 1970 onwards representatives and advocates of dual VET intervened against 
the institutionalisation of the Specialised School – a more general education-oriented and 
school-based education – as a third federally recognised educational pathway. To analyse the 
governance processes that underlie these educational policy debates, we apply the social mech-
anisms and logics described by Mahoney (2000) that can explain both reproduction and path-
dependent development as well as institutional change and reconstruct them for two situations 
of central historical importance. 

Keywords 
apprenticeship; general education; specialised school; governance mechanisms; path depend-
ency 

 Introduction 
Upper secondary education in Switzerland is characterised today by three federally recognised 
educational pathways: VET mostly organised as apprenticeships, baccalaureate school and spe-
cialised school (SpS). Despite international trends towards the academisation of education 
(Harwood, 2010), two third of young people begin a VET programme what is high compared 
to the situation in other countries (OECD, 2015). 

In order to understand this dominance of VET, this paper examines governance processes in 
the institutionalisation of an upper secondary education system. We reconstruct social 
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mechanisms of the coordination of action between actors in general education and VET in these 
political processes beginning in the late 1960s. 

VET has been the dominant post-compulsory educational pathway since as early as the end 
of the 1960s. Around 46% of 19-year-olds at that time completed an apprenticeship, 6% a bac-
calaureate school and 2% a SpS. However, VET and SpS were not yet integrated into the federal 
education system. VET fell within the purview of the Federal Department of Economic Affairs. 
Specialised schools were a very heterogeneous type of schools in larger cities and not yet rec-
ognised by the federal government. They took on an important bridging function by providing 
young women with an extended general education for two to three years to prepare them for 
PET college courses in the fields of health, social work, and pre-school education. 

Triggered by the expansion of the education system and international pressure to clarify and 
coordinate the various educational pathways (Rosenmund, 2011), there now began a process of 
implementing a post-compulsory school level, which lasted for the following four decades 
(Criblez, 2001; Zulauf et al., 2000). 

This situation led to a new demand for cooperation between the responsible actors. However, 
they represented two different systems embedded in different institutional contexts (Harney & 
Zymek, 1994; Baethge, 2006) ― general education, whose organisation was school-based and 
governed by the cantons, and VET, which was primarily organised as apprenticeships and gov-
erned jointly by the Confederation, employers' organisations and the cantons. As a result, the 
representatives of the two educational pathways pursued different interests and were guided by 
different values and logics. 

This paper focuses on governance processes in the institutionalisation of upper secondary 
education. The aim is to analyse the social mechanisms of the coordination of action that are 
responsible for the fact that, despite international trends towards the academisation of educa-
tion, in Switzerland the apprenticeship system has remained dominant compared to a more 
general school-based pathway. 

To this end, we analyse how, in the disputes over the positioning of the various post-com-
pulsory educational pathways, representatives and advocates of dual VET intervened against 
the institutionalisation of the SpS as a third federally recognised educational pathway and at-
tempted to limit its significance. 

To analyse the social mechanisms of the coordination of action that underlie these educa-
tional policy debates, we make reference to neo-institutionalism and the path dependency the-
orem (Edelstein, 2016). Specifically, we apply the social mechanisms and logics described by 
Mahoney (2000) ― utilitarian, functional, power and legitimation, which can explain both re-
production and path-dependent development as well as institutional change ― to the analysis 
of governance processes. With respect to our object of investigation, we analyse the process of 
institutionalisation of the SpS in order to answer the following questions: 

 
1. Which social mechanisms of the coordination of action explain the persistence of the 

dominance of the apprenticeship system? 
2. What were the driving forces that enabled, despite the resistance of representatives of 

VET, that ultimately led to the institutionalisation of the SpS? 
 

We will reconstruct, for two situations of central historical importance, the social mecha-
nisms and logics that underlay the coordination and negotiation processes between VET and 
general education around the institutionalisation of SpS as a third educational pathway.1 The 

 
1  All data were collected as part of the research project “The Upper-Secondary Specialised School as an Inde-

pendent Educational Pathway alongside VET and Baccalaureate School – Processes and Outcomes of Its 
Positioning and Profile Development”, funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNF- 
100019_162987) 3/2016–8/2019. 
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first situation concerns the 1970s, when the implementation of the SpS was initiated by the 
Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education (EDK). The second situation concerns 
the 1990s and 2000s, when the function of the SpS was again under discussion in the context 
of major reforms in VET and the higher education system. 

In order to reconstruct these social mechanisms, we consulted the literature and analysed 
documents such as the minutes of meetings and conferences, reports from panels of experts 
including surveys, models and recommendations, as well as political statements, the results of 
legislative consultation processes and decrees of the cantonal council. In addition, interviews 
were conducted with experts who were involved in this process as educational policy observers 
or functionaries. The data were evaluated according to the theory-driven qualitative content 
analysis. 

 Insights from the policy debates on the position of VET and specialised schools (SpS) 

 Beginning institutionalisation of the SpS in the early 1970s 
At the beginning of the 1970s, on the VET side a commission of experts drew up proposals for 
improvements in apprenticeship training (Expertenkommission, 1972a). The most important 
measure proposed was to expand school-based general education within apprenticeship training 
by establishing a vocational upper secondary school, “so that apprenticeship training can be 
considered a real alternative to attending baccalaureate school” (ibid.) and become more attrac-
tive for gifted young people. The vocational upper secondary school was intended to recruit 
qualified young people for management positions in companies. It explicitly did not pursue the 
goal of obtaining university entrance qualifications. Nor was its main purpose to provide a 
pathway to PET or to engineering colleges in particular. 

At the same time a commission of experts tasked by the EDK also drew up a proposal for 
the reform of general education at the upper secondary level along with a first outline of the 
possible future position and function of the upper secondary SpS (Expertenkommission SpS, 
1972b). Contrary to the previous tradition of preparing students for paramedical, social and 
early-childhood education training programmes, the SpS diploma was now also supposed to 
qualify students to transfer to PET colleges in the fields of technology, economics and the nat-
ural sciences. The EDK set up an SpS commission to look more closely at the future position 
and profile of the SpS within the overall education system. 

The following section reconstructs for 1973-1977 alongside the four social mechanisms the 
central logics underlying the coordination of action between the actors from general education 
and VET in the negotiations on the future position of the SpS, which can explain both the per-
sistence and change in the relationship between the two systems. 

The perspective of the power-based mechanism makes it clear that each group of actors tried 
to secure the continued existence of its own institution and did everything it could to maintain 
its power of definition for its own area. On the one hand, the representatives of VET categori-
cally rejected the suggestions for the further development of VET made by actors from general 
education. On the other hand, the various expert groups and commissions were almost exclu-
sively staffed by representatives of their own institution. 

The common thread running through the negotiations of the two groups of actors is the ques-
tion of the quantitative allocation of young people to the two institutions, as the following quo-
tation illustrates. 

The harmonious balance between the three post-compulsory education paths ― ap-
prenticeship, SpS and baccalaureate school ― is of the utmost importance for the 
economic and social development of our country. If this balance is disturbed, for 
example, in favour of the baccalaureate school, there could be a surplus of 
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university graduates but a shortage of qualified people in the other sectors. In Swit-
zerland, there is currently an increased demand for graduates of PET colleges ... 
(Expertenkommission SpS, 1972b, p. 40). 

The argument that complementarities between the individual educational pathways and var-
ious positions in working life could fall out of balance is based on functional logics. Various 
votes advocating for reform through the establishment of SpS to maintain this balance explicitly 
referred to the potential of the SpS to redress a currently emerging imbalance. The school, it 
was supposed, would fill a “gap” in the overall institutional structure. It was intended for PET 
that, while not requiring a baccalaureate, it would require a high level of general education and 
a minimum starting age of 18. 

The SpS commission justified the plan to reposition the SpS as a new pathway to the engi-
neering colleges on the basis of the requirements of permeability and gender equality, which 
can be attributed to the legitimising mechanism. The idea had been that there must also be an 
educational path subsequent to the SpS open to boys if the SpS was now being introduced for 
both genders. To support their argument about the dysfunctionality of the SpS, the VET actors 
criticised that young people were increasingly fleeing the workplace and migrating to the mid-
dle schools, with “devastating consequences for the economy” and emphasised VET’s thus far 
proven track record. Playing a central role in this were the deeply rooted cultural convictions 
that breathing “workshop air”, i.e. company-based practical experience as opposed to “school-
room air” was an indispensable prerequisite for the future exercise of a company management 
function. 

The repeatedly voiced objections of “schoolification” and “upward pressure” in the training 
of young people were based on the fear that “intellectuals are regarded with more interest” than 
graduates of apprenticeships and that this would lead to their increasing social devaluation. As 
the following statement by an actor representing VET shows, the issue of the social value of 
the various educational pathways is closely linked to the social structure of society and to the 
question of which educational pathway is capable of recruiting which learners, and of how the 
social elite and the middle class reproduce themselves. 

Therefore, the longer it goes on, the less acceptable it is that [the apprenticeship] 
should have to content itself with being second tier, while on the other hand, one is 
stubbornly trying to hoist the first [tier] onto the conveyor belt to the university. 
(VET representative in EDK 1974, p. 3). 

The power-based mechanism in the coordination of action thus comes full circle. From this 
perspective, the social elite was interested in protecting the baccalaureate path for its own in-
tergenerational reproduction by keeping it narrow. This is supported by the introduction of the 
SpS as a means of reducing the number of students that would be opting for the baccalaureate 
pathway. In the eyes of the representative of VET quoted above, however, this would mean that 
gifted young people (“first tier”), who previously would have chosen VET, would now prefer 
the SpS and thus also take this less strenuous path into the academic world. As a result, VET 
would be left with only the less gifted young people (“second tier”). This fuelled the fear that 
VET as an institution would in the long run lose its importance, power and influence in society. 

Accordingly, the representatives of VET were intent on preventing a competitive relation-
ship between VET and SpS. In particular, they feared that the implementation of the SpS as a 
preparation for PET colleges could mean the end of the vocational upper secondary school and 
a waste of the investments made in it. Within this utilitarian logic, the VET actors pointed to 
the five times higher cost of the SpS compared to the existing vocational upper secondary 
school. The members of the SpS expert commission attempted to counter these concerns and 
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resistance by means of information, dialogue and persuasive elucidation of the benefits of the 
SpS. 

The next section is devoted to a second historical stage in the implementation of the SpS, in 
which the school came under fire once again in the context of major VET reform. 

 Reform of apprenticeships in the health sector (1990s–2000s) 
In 1988, the SpS was officially recognised in Switzerland (EDK 1989) after a process that took 
nearly two decades and involved ongoing disputes over the status and profile of this third path-
way. Only a few years later, a major reform process began at the upper secondary level and in 
the tertiary system, which lasted until the mid-2010s. Among other things, the new Vocational 
Training Act of 2002 transferred the professions in health care, which had previously been 
regulated at the cantonal level, into the regular VET system and introduced a corresponding 
apprenticeship. It was also at this time that the first universities of applied sciences (UAS) for 
health care were founded. 

During these reform years, it was completely unclear and open what the introduction of this 
apprenticeship in health care would mean for the traditional training function of the SpS and 
whether the SpS would also be recognised as a path to the newly created UAS for health. Below 
we describe the social mechanisms underlying the coordination of action between representa-
tives and advocates of general education and VET by focusing on the occupational field of 
health care. 

With the integration of the health care professions into the Vocational Training Act, VET 
was able to expand and strengthen its position within the power-based logic. With the newly 
attained power to define the structure and content of health care training, the VET actors were 
able to revoke basic training principles of the traditional health care training programmes, 
which were predominantly school-based: The minimum age of entry was reduced to 16 years, 
and the hitherto central importance of general education was reduced to a level customary for 
apprenticeships. The justifications that were relevant can be assigned to the perspective of the 
legitimation-based reproductive mechanism. They tie in with the culturally anchored convic-
tions regarding the importance of hands-on professional practice, which is considered the actual 
“school of life”, in contrast to the school where one learns “only from the textbook”. The ap-
prenticeship is a form of vocational training of whose quality a large part of the population is 
firmly convinced, and which guides the coordination of action as an unquestioned standard. 

With the decision to integrate the health care professions into the uniform framework for all 
VET courses, the new apprenticeship was embedded in an existing overall institutional struc-
ture. Together with the already existing vocational baccalaureate, a coherent educational offer-
ing was created that also permitted advancement to the tertiary level. Due to its on-the-job 
training structure, the new apprenticeship was from the very beginning also considered well 
integrated with the professional world. In keeping with the functionalist explanatory context, 
the actors in VET were able to strengthen the apprenticeship as a training concept and thus 
continue on the previous path of development. With regard to the raison d'être of the SpS, the 
actors in VET henceforth took the firm stand that, 

we no longer need the SpS, at the latest from now on if we ever really needed it at 
all. Precisely because we have now rounded out vocational training, we have sorted 
it out, what is the point of having some SpS in between? … That at least was the 
tenor of the reaction on the vocational side. (EDK representative) 

From the point of view of the VET representatives, competition between the two educational 
pathways, which possibly could have led to an erosion of VET’s path-dependent position of 
strength, should be prevented. Important actors in the health care sector, on the other hand, 
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advocated for maintaining the school-based general education path via the SpS as an alternative 
to VET. Their justifications were based on utilitarian motives regarding the institution’s benefit 
and its functionality for the health care professions in view of the demand for skilled workers. 
The more in-depth general education offered by the SpS, they argued, made it an optimal prep-
aration for tertiary health training. Encouraged by these arguments, the advocates of the SpS 
pursued the goal of extending the development path of the SpS and consolidating the institution. 

As the in-depth analyses in two cantons show, at the beginning of the 2000s there were 
concerted efforts on the part of the advocates of VET within the cantonal government and par-
liament to abolish the SpS. However, this power-based reproduction mechanism, which would 
have strengthened the VET path enormously, was prevented by considerable resistance from 
the teaching staff, the student body and civil society through political instruments such as 
demonstrations and petitions. It was partly thanks to these actions that the planned abolishment 
was averted. The forces for the retention of the SpS based their arguments on societal expecta-
tions of equality and integration, which fall into the realm of the legitimising mechanism. 

However, the representatives of VET continued to take action against the SpS in order to 
prevent a competitive situation. They succeeded in hindering the expansion of the school by 
greatly reducing the number of classes allowed and by directing it to abstain from drawing too 
much media attention to their offerings. In return, the government promoted the new appren-
ticeship, for example by requiring state hospitals to offer apprenticeships (Maurer, 2013). To-
day, it is the second most frequently chosen apprenticeship in Switzerland (SERI, 2019), and 
with more than 4000 graduates annually, it awards around four times as many degrees as the 
SpS in the occupational field of health care. 

The dispute concerning the implementation of the SpS came to a head over the question of 
whether the school should be recognised as a formal path to the UAS. For the continued exist-
ence of the SpS, it was essential that it could, in the educational paths that were being estab-
lished to the higher education system, award a qualification functionally equivalent to the vo-
cational baccalaureate. In this key question, too, the SpS representatives based their justifica-
tions on the need for skilled workers. Furthermore, they referred to the transnational prolifera-
tion of ideas of equality and European compatibility (legitimising mechanism) and to the long-
standing experience and expertise of the SpS in preparing young people for higher education 
(utilitarian mechanism). 

Yet in the eyes of VET actors, experience-based learning in on-the-job practice remained 
the uncircumventable paradigm that could legitimise access to higher education. An appren-
ticeship coupled with the vocational baccalaureate was the “royal road” to the UAS (Gonon, 
2012, p. 136). As a central actor in general education, the EDK has taken up these expectations 
of the SpS in the direction of practical training and called in its recommendations for the further 
development of the SpS for “increased integration in VET” (EDK, 1991, p. 1) to be a central 
educational goal for the SpS. It can be assumed that some concessions and compromises had to 
be made to the power-based demands of VET because the UAS fall within its purview. The 
2004 reform of the SpS introduced various occupational fields (including health care) and, with 
the specialised baccalaureate, an SpS curriculum that involved initial work experience in order 
to legitimise admission to the UAS in specific occupational fields. 

 Summary 
Along the four mechanisms we were able to show that social mechanisms of reproduction led 
to the fact that VET and especially the apprenticeship system was able to maintain its strong 
position. At the same time, however, the representatives and advocates of VET have not suc-
ceeded in hindering the institutionalisation of a third educational pathway that combines both 
vocational preparation for PET in the health sector and general education. 
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In the context of the new demands for coordination of action between the two historically 
established systems, VET and general education, each group of actors was keen to reproduce 
its own institution along the lines of the power-based mechanism. While they did not want to 
lose their influence on its design, they also sought to shore up the established ways of repro-
ducing the social classes they represented. 

Both groups of actors based their efforts on the legitimising mechanism. The consistent leit-
motif of the actors in VET was the conviction that practical on-the-job experience is decisive 
for soundly training future professionals. In these decades, however, new values such as aca-
demic education, equality and permeability spread through the international framework. The 
advocates of the SpS were able to profit from these and demand their implementation on moral 
grounds. 

From a functionalist perspective, the representatives of VET referred back to its integration 
with the world of work. The creation of apprenticeships in areas for which the SpS had tradi-
tionally prepared learners, further strengthened the function of apprenticeships at the beginning 
of the new millennium. The representatives of general education advocated a change in the 
structure of the post-compulsory school system by pointing out a gap that the SpS would fill. 
The need to close the gap before the age of 18 and the shortage of skilled workers were im-
portant arguments justifying the function of the SpS. 

In the 1970s, VET actors saw the investments just made in vocational upper secondary 
schools at risk if the SpS were implemented and pointed to its higher costs. Within this utilitar-
ian logic they wanted to prevent a competitive situation that might have led to a change in the 
relationship between general education and VET. This plunged the SpS into one crisis after the 
other. However, it has at the same time given the representatives of the SpS the opportunity to 
prove its usefulness and demonstrate its potential for training and integration. However, the 
school had to supplement its training profile with key vocational training components and re-
duce its costs by limiting the number of classes. 
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Abstract 
What does ‘good’ teaching and learning in Vocational Education and Training (VET) look like? 
Prompted by the negative press and gradual de-professionalisation experienced by VET teach-
ers, we have initiated research into the ‘human face’ of good VET teaching, as experienced in 
Australia. A small scale case study is being conducted, using focus groups and interviews of 
VET teachers, and students to garner narratives of their experiences and learning. This work-
shop is designed to provide an opportunity to learn of and share perceptions on good VET 
teaching thereby adding a European perspective to the project. 

Keywords 
good vet teaching and learning; insight; narratives 

 

 Introduction 
The Australian Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector has experienced numerous 
reforms over its history. As chronicled by Harris (2017), teacher education for VET has been 
subjected to several changes, with a gradual diminishing of the quality of the qualifications, 
programs, employment opportunities and professional development 

In particular, the introduction of national competency-based training and assessment (CBT) 
and (CBA) and national training packages which were supported by a focus on compliance and 
national audit frameworks (Keating, 1995) reinforced the emphasis on outcomes rather than 
process. CBT is predicated upon the needs of industry with an emphasis on preparing the learner 
to “do the job.” This impacts how learning, teaching and training is understood, delivered and 
assessed. 

Consequently, debates exist as to pedagogical issues relating to teaching and learning and at 
the centre of these debates is the VET teacher. Teacher preparation shifted away from university 
and college courses with work place based practice, to a streamlined trainer qualification. VET 
teachers are taught their pedagogical and technical skills in the competency-based system in a 
certificate IV level course (below a bachelor degree in the Australian Qualifications Frame-
work) that may be delivered over two years’ part time, or as has been, a week. This raises 
concerns that ‘VET teachers are becoming progressively de-skilled because of reduced 
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requirements for degree – level teacher-training’ (Smith, 2010, p. 62). The project concerns the 
following three research questions: 

 
• How do we define ‘good’ teaching and learning in VET? 
• How may diversity be addressed and catered for? 
• What ideas and recommendations do you have for improving/enhancing practice and ex-

perience? 

 The context 
There has been a shift from a position of professional autonomy and responsibility of teachers 
to a role described as preparing people ‘to demonstrate the application of knowledge and skills 
to specialised tasks or functions in known or changing contexts, with responsibility for own 
functions and outputs, and may have limited responsibility for the quantity and quality of the 
output of others in a team within limited parameters’ (AQF Council, 2013). This reinforces a 
lack of recognition of professional preparation, development, and work. 

Whilst a variety of models are employed for the preparation of TVET teachers in Europe 
(Grollman, 2008), with a concern for quality and professionalism, the Australian context fea-
tures negative press, and diminution of the contribution of VET to Australian society and econ-
omy, particularly through scaling down of the preparation of teachers/trainers. 

The 2000s saw privatisation and increased competition in the VET sector encouraged and 
the quality of the sector diminished (Malloch, 2018). Parallel to the deprofessionalisation of 
VET teachers, their employment shifted from ongoing permanent positions to a casualised, part 
time, contracted workforce with limited access to professional development; and bounded by 
administrative reporting and monitoring. Knight et al. (2020) provide a picture of a workforce 
that has experienced major changes over the past two decades; the public sector organisations, 
TAFE and University have a majority casualised workforce and the private sector private train-
ing providers employ a higher proportion of permanent trainers/assessors, a reversal of the pre-
vious employment patterns. 

Table 5 
Employment status of trainers and assessors by provider type, February 2019 

Provider type 

Perma-
nent 

Con-
tract/ 
tempo-
rary 

Casual/ 
ses-
sional 

Total 

TAFE 38.7 10.2 51.1 100 
University 31.5 25.8 42.7 100 
Community education pro-
viders 

47.0 14.8 38.2 100 

Private training providers 47.9 21.2 30.9 100 
Enterprise providers 88.0 6.5 5.5 100 
School RTOs 93.0 6.2 0.8 100 
Exempt 86.9 10.2 2.9 100 
Total 53.5 13.9 32.6 100 

Note. % does not always add to 100.0 due to rounding of components. Permanent: is on-going 
employment within the organisation, entitled to paid holiday leave, annual leave and sick leave. 
Contract/temporary: is employed for a specified pre-set term usually short-term. Casual/ses-
sional: employees are employed and paid on an hourly or sessional basis and are not entitled 
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to paid holiday or annual leave. Knight et al. (2020) Understanding the Australian vocational 
education and training workforce. 

Such shifts in workforce participation, to more short term, part-time, insecure employment, 
mean a lack of opportunity and time for professional development, reflection and organisational 
community. Within this landscape of limited qualifications, insecure employment, status, career 
and professional development opportunities, what is happening in relation to learning and 
teaching? Do teachers in VET have the time and willingness to strive to facilitate ‘good’ teach-
ing and learning? 

 Inspiration for the research 
The excellent contributions of VET teachers to learners and learning are rarely in the public 
domain; the human face of VET in Australia is under researched. In a time when VET has been 
subjected to ongoing policy changes, financial challenges and shifts of focus, it seemed im-
portant to us to identify and celebrate the positive outcomes of the system. The aim of this 
research is to garner narratives from VET teachers and their graduated students about their 
teaching and learning journeys. This project employs qualitative ethnographic research with a 
specific focus on narrative inquiry. 

 ECER 2020 
For ECER 2020, it was proposed to conduct a workshop to facilitate a discussion on the per-
ceptions, experiences, and ideas as to what good teaching and learning in Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) looks like. This builds on the small scale research project we are conduct-
ing to garner narratives from Australian VET teachers and graduate students about their teach-
ing and learning experiences. Historically, Australian Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) has looked to Europe for inspiration for the sector, particularly the German dual system 
and English qualifications framework. Connecting with the European TVET research commu-
nity was anticipated to make a welcome contribution to this narrative inquiry. The research 
workshop would provide an opportunity to share perceptions and to look to the future for VET 
teachers. 

 Methodology and Methods 
The aim of this research is to conduct a discussion on perceptions, and experiences as to what 
good teaching and learning in VET looks like. We selected a methodology appropriate for small 
scale research into VET teachers andgraduate students' teaching and learning experiences. 
Qualitative research employing narrative inquiry provides an opportunity for us to garner nar-
ratives from VET teachers and their graduated students about their teaching and learning jour-
neys (Clandidin & Connelly, 2004). The research methods employed include semi-structured 
interviews, focus groups, and reference to participant and researcher journals. Thus the project 
participants (selected via purposive sampling through VET networks) are provided with oppor-
tunities for reflections, celebrating their learning and to share insights from these snapshots 
from their life histories. 

This focus was prompted by both the ongoing negative press and diminution of the contri-
bution of VET to Australian society and economy particularly through the scaling down of the 
preparation of teachers/trainers in VET. Harris argued that the education and practices of VET 
teachers and trainers is under-researched with limited knowledge of 'the VET workforce to 
inform future developments' (2017). We aim to contribute further insight into the people, the 
'human face' involved in teaching and learning in VET. The research workshop participants will 
also be able to contribute their perceptions and experiences.The workshop was designed to 
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facilitate and encourage active participation and discussion in both small groups and the whole 
group. 

The questions listed below frame the discussion and contribute to the development of sys-
temic, organisational and individual innovations and actions for the issues raised 

 
How do we define ‘good’ teaching and learning in VET?  
Provide examples of negative, middling and good teaching and learning experiences 
How may diversity be addressed and catered for?  
What ideas and recommendations do you have for improving/enhancing practice and expe-
riences? 
 
The workshop was planned to provide an overview of the topic, followed by group and 

whole group discussions addressing the questions. Recommendations for future developments, 
scenarios, opportunities and challenges for VET teaching and research in this field would be 
drawn from the discussion. 

 Conclusions 
Palmieri (2004) noted the importance of professional and occupational identity, personal attrib-
utes, such as learner focus, technical knowledge, teaching and learning expertise and demands 
of changing work models, such as online learning. A tension between addressing student needs 
and those of industry was identified. 

Recent research by Smith, Yasukawa, Harris and Tuck (Smith, 2019) into the effects of 
teacher/trainer qualifications on the quality of VET teaching/training, found that that higher 
level VET pedagogy qualifications, particularly a degree, did contribute to improved teaching 
approaches, confidence and ability to address diversity. The overall conclusion was that teach-
ers and trainers are crucial to the success of the VET system. Our project’s personal and indi-
vidual focus will provide portraits of the people and practice in VET teaching and learning. 

From our project, initial findings indicate a strong emphasis on the expertise of the individual 
teacher to encourage and work positively with and be considerate of learners, and importantly 
to be competent in pedagogy and subject content. 

In addressing the question as to what defines ‘good VET teaching and learning’ in the initial 
focus group with VET teachers, responses provided a comprehensive listing of attributes and 
skills to be demonstrated by VET teachers: 

Effective listener, need to have good subject matter, understand your cohort of 
learners, empathy with your learners, understand that the learner brings ‘stuff’ to 
the table, contexturalise the learning to suit the learner and environment, expecta-
tions of the learner must be considered, need to work within a framework. 
Be competent in pedagogy and subject content; need to be prepared; extend their 
learners. 

 
Good teaching featured: being flexible, learning about community, identifying 
learners’ styles, strengths and weaknesses, networking with other trainers, team 
teaching, flexible teaching. 

Negative teaching featured lack of currency, disaffection, racism and stereotyping. Good 
Learning included: 
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Skills for employment, project based learning, cooperative learning, team work, 
communication, active engaged learning, real learning, ongoing feedback from 
teacher and other learners 

Negative learning featured being disengaged, unemployable, not enough feedback, lack of 
communication and not completing. 

Participants emphasised that focusing on an outcome is not sufficient; being flexible, build-
ing learners’ skills such as critical thinking, and to address learners’ needs. Other points listed 
as important included learning about community, networking with other trainers and team 
teaching. Having time to engage beyond the immediate internal requirements is also important. 
Concerns were raised as to maintaining vocational currency, engaging in reflective practice, 
access to mentoring support, being engaged in a community of practice, and having greater 
teacher autonomy. These points resonate with the conference theme which includes building 
shared spaces and communities. 

Defining ‘good’ is challenging, it is a term meaning many things to many people. The re-
search workshop was designed to provide an opportunity to tease out our interpretations of good 
teaching and learning. As a replacement for the workshop, an invitation will be extended to 
VETNETers to take part in a survey to share ideas as to the Human Face of good vocational 
education and training. It is time for good stories of learning and teaching in VET to be gathered 
and shared. 
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Abstract 
Digital media are only used to a limited extent in nursing training. Although institutions use 
learning management systems like Moodle, there is no systematic integration of digitally sup-
ported teaching/learning environments into the classroom (Kamin 2013). However, computer-
assisted teaching and learning can offer great added value for today's complex contents and 
challenges of oncological further education. CARO is a digital, interactive and multimedia 
teaching/learning environment and was developed in the already completed project CARO - 
Care reflection online. In the currently ongoing project CAROplusONKO, the software is being 
refined to meet the needs of specialist oncological training. A group tool is actually being de-
veloped to support group work and collaborative learning processes in class and beyond the 
presence phase. The concept of the group tool was tested and discussed in a group discussion 
with experts from oncological further education. The results of the group discussion are pre-
sented and discussed in this paper. 

Keywords 
oncological further education; group work; computer supported collaborative learning; design-
based research 

 Introduction (and background) 
In Germany, there have been several studies regarding the use of digital media in nursing edu-
cation (Peters et al., 2018). Platforms and knowledge databases such as Moodle or 
“Pflegekompakt” are used, but the integration of digitally supported learning so far has hardly 
been systematic (Kamin, 2013). In the field of further training in nursing, the study situation is 
quite manageable. There are only indications that digital media (PowerPoint presentations or 
documentation programs) are being used yet (Härtel et al., 2018). Although individual online 
training courses are available on the market, they are usually expensive and based on simple 
instructional models (Peters et al., 2018). For the context of oncological further education in 
Germany, there has been no research on the use of digital media so far. 

International studies about the use of digital media in further nursing training show a differ-
ent situation (Peters et al., 2018). In a study by Alipour et al. (2014) it was investigated whether 
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the use of text messages is suitable for oncological training. Here, experienced nursing staff 
received text messages with microlearning units that they could integrate into their daily nurs-
ing routine. It should be noted that the study by Alipour et al. (2014) (among other studies) 
aims to provide rule-based knowledge (Darmann-Finck, 2010). Other studies already show ap-
proaches with which more complex learning goals can be achieved, such as improving the crit-
ical-reflective attitude of one's own professional role (O'Connor & Andrews, 2016). In this 
study, a learning app was designed to refresh key skills in practical work. However, it should 
be pointed out that this app is designed to support nursing staff in the clinical area. 

In summary, there is still a desideratum regarding the didactic foundations as well as the 
relation to further oncological training. Existing teaching/learning offers rather refer to an ex-
tremely limited spectrum of educational goals (Darmann-Finck, 2010). The potential of digi-
tally supported learning is far from exhausted. In media didactics, there are some approaches 
to shape digital learning (Kerres, 2018; Jahnke, 2016; Mandl & Gräsel, 2000; Schulmeister, 
1997), but these do not reflect the specific requirements of the subject of care. 

The project "CAROplusONKO - Care Reflection Online for oncological further education" 
aims to enhance the interactive learning environment CARO, which was designed and imple-
mented in a previous project, for further training in oncological care. With CARO, multimedia 
"cross-action" learning processes can be designed, e.g. by using videos to work on key problems 
relevant to practice in multi-step didactic designs and reflect them in class. CARO provides a 
collection of sample lessons based on specialist media didactics by linking the media didactic 
approach of "Digital Didactical Design" (Jahnke 2016) with the “Interactional didactical 
model” (Darmann-Finck, 2010). In order to adapt the application to the context of oncological 
further education, there are several project aims, such as: 

 
• the development of a curriculum due to improve communication skills in oncological 

nursing 
• the development and evaluation of training concepts 
• the development and evaluation of a software tool for colleague counselling 
• the development and evaluation of a didactic concept based on the following question: 
 
Which design elements and didactic methods are necessary to design collaborative 

learning processes in the context of oncological further education? 
 
It is necessary to highlight our understanding of collaborative learning first, since there are 

a lot of definitions and understandings (Dillenbourgh, 1999). We think “… that collaboration 
involves the construction of meaning through interaction with others and can be characterised 
by a joint commitment to a shared goal” (Littleton & Häkkinen, 1999, p. 21). In order to enable 
learners to do this (construct meaning through interaction), students must therefore be able to 
communicate with each other and act in a self-determined way. Kuriyama and Sakai (2007, p. 
571) say “Collaborative learning is a collaborative and mutually interdependent learning, 
where the learners help each other and fosters individual learning responsibility within the 
group’s activities to realize group objectives”. This is an important basis for the initialization 
of learning processes which should aim to complex learning goals. From the perspective of 
general didactics, group work is associated with the expectation of increasing the learning suc-
cess of students (Rabenstein & Reh, 2007). In addition to the acquisition of specialist 
knowledge, "soft" competences such as communication skills are also important. According to 
Papert (1991), learning processes are particularly intensive when a so-called public entity is 
created, since this allows visible products (e.g. problem solutions) to be shared and discussed 
with other learners (Papert, 1991; Wolf, 2003). Especially in the context of working on complex 
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problems in groups, making the results visible and discussing them in plenary sessions is an 
important part of teaching in oncological further education. 

 Overview of the CARO Classroom Learning Interaction System architecture 
The CARO Classroom Learning Interaction System combines three elements of digital teach-
ing/learning environments (Darmann-Finck et al., 2020). In the Learning Content Management 
System, learning content such as texts, images, films and interactive exercises can be created 
and provided. Teaching units can be planned based on the developed curricula, learning objec-
tives can be defined and corresponding teaching units can be assigned. In the Classroom or 
Audience Response System (CRS/ARS), not only real-time interactions in the classroom such 
as opinion polls, voting, test questions, but also more complex tasks such as the creation of 
explanatory videos, can be guided and carried out. The organisation of work phases in the class-
room as well as the participation of the students is possible by means of a Classroom Manage-
ment System (CMS). 

Accordingly, the architecture of the CARO CMS extends over a network of applications: 
(1) Teacher Classroom Application (TCA) "CARO Teacher App": Lessons can be prepared 

and conducted via the TCA. Lesson templates can be selected and either adopted completely or 
adapted for the learning group individually. Teachers can edit existing interactive assignments 
or create new ones themselves. In class, the teacher can use the dashboard to control the pro-
gress of lessons and manage materials. Interactive tasks can be activated for the students and 
texts or videos can be sent to their devices. 

(2) Learner Interaction Application (LIA) "CARO Student App": In class, students use the 
LIA. It provides an overview of all courses the student is taking part in. With this app, students 
can receive learning materials and work assignments on their device and send the results back 
to the teacher. Work assignments can vary from short slider or bipolar queries, free text input 
or uploading and sharing your own videos. 

(3) Public Display Application (PDA) "CARO Projector App": With the PDA, work results 
can be displayed and further processed in real time either via a projector or an interactive white-
board. Digital metaplan cards, for example, can be presented and clustered together with the 
students and slider or bipolar queries can be evaluated and displayed in real time using different 
diagrams (e.g. pie chart or bar chart). 

(4) Curriculum Authoring Application (CAA): Sample lessons are created and saved in the 
CAA. This content is synchronised with the teacher dashboard and is thus available to the teach-
ers. The curriculum currently contains three learning situations, each of which is aimed at a 
specific educational dimension and is also linked to competences. The curriculum is based on 
the heuristics of interactionistic nursing didactics (Darmann-Finck, 2010). 

The combination of content authoring and classroom management in the TCA, classroom 
interaction in the LIA and the provision of work results in the PDA, enables digitally supported 
live interaction in the classroom. 

Until now, it has not been possible in the CARO teaching/learning application to control and 
manage content and interactions in small groups within a course context. However, since group 
work is an important part of nursing training and further nursing education, a group tool for 
controlling and managing group work is to be developed and implemented within the frame-
work of the currently running CAROplusONKO project. 

 The First CARO Group Tool Concept Draft 
As a starting point, a group tool wireframe concept was drafted by the CARO development 
team to help teachers to create and manage groups within the CARO system. In the first devel-
opment cycle, which is described here, only the teachers’ perspective has been worked upon. 
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The student's user perspective will be compiled in a second development cycle. Four main 
functional requirements were identified: 

(1) create groups: In the first step, the teacher has to make basic settings for each group. 
These are the number of participants per group, the assignment of roles within a group and the 
upload of learning materials. The teacher should also determine in which phase of the lesson 
he or she wants to work with the groups. 

(2) add participants to groups: After defining the basic settings the participants have to be 
added to the groups. The teacher can choose between a manual and a random selection of group 
members. He or she can also decide whether the participants are divided into groups already 
during the lesson preparation or whether they are added directly in class, for example in coor-
dination with the participants or in order to take their actual presence into account. 

(3) add material to groups: The teacher can share learning materials and work assignments 
with the members of a group. For this purpose, the teacher can either define which learning 
material or tasks should be assigned to each particular group or choose automatic and random 
distribution. 

(4) integration of groups into the classroom management system: Teachers use the TCA 
to activate materials and assignments for groups of students, who can then edit and return them 
using the LIA. Group work results can be presented and discussed via the PDA using a projector 
or interactive whiteboard. 

 Methods 
The development of CARO is conducted using the design-based research approach (Koppel, 
2017; Reeves ,2006). This methodological approach invites the potential users of CARO to be 
involved in the design process, thus a user-oriented development can be ensured.  Due to the 
progress of development, a "four-step release management" has been implemented in the pro-
ject. This method will be applied to the development of every new feature in the CARO soft-
ware and is explained by taking the example of the “group tool”. 

In the first step the didactic concept "organising and supervising group work” is developed 
and tested. In this stage of development, the concept is displayed as a non-interactive wireframe 
in a pdf format. The single slides show different possibilities of using the tool, such as: “how 
to create groups”, “how to invite members”, “how to integrate the group work into class” and 
so on. Within the first test cycle we conducted two iteration cycles of the design within the 
development team. To conduct a target group-oriented requirements analysis, a moderated fo-
cus group discussion has been held on the basis of key questions related to the didactic concept. 
Focus groups are a useful tool at the beginning of a software development process to get a better 
insight into the target group and their needs (Goodwin, 2009). 

Based on the knowledge gained from this first test, an interactive software prototype will be 
developed and tested again with the target group in the second step. The criteria for this are 
user experience and usability. To verify these criteria, usability tests will be carried out with 
teachers and students in oncological nursing training. 

In the third step the revised prototype is implemented within the CARO application. Based 
on the results of another (internal) test (both didactic concept and usability criteria), the software 
is adapted and errors are corrected. In the fourth step the software is at a stage where it can be 
tested under "real conditions", i.e. in courses of further education. The fourth step is then used 
for fine-tuning, so that the newly developed software is "production-ready" and can be used in 
specialist further training. 

The results of this article refer to the first development step, in which the focus was on the 
group management by the teachers within the CARO application. In order to get concrete feed-
back on possible user scenarios, we conducted a group discussion with five heads of oncologi-
cal further education departments, who are also teachers. The group discussion was carried out 



204 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

via the platform Zoom and recorded with the consent of all participants. The aim was to discuss 
the current concept of the group tool with the target group and to obtain practical information 
for the further user-oriented development of the concept. The focus was on three main ques-
tions: 

 
1. How do you conduct group work in your oncological further education? 
2. Do the presented scenarios illustrate how you put together groups in practice? At which 

points do you see added values in the organisation of group members with CARO? And 
where do you see obstacles in the concept? 

3. Which interaction and communication options should be available to the students within 
a group? 

 
Based on the information and findings of the group discussion, the existing drafts of the 

group tool will be revised and an interactive prototype will be created. Thus the first step would 
be completed for this part of the group tool. Our article focuses on the results of the focus group 
discussion to reflect the design elements as well as the didactical needs for this tool. Beyond 
that, first ideas how to revise the developed concept will be presented. 

 Results 
In the first part of the group discussion, the participants were asked how group work takes place 
in oncological further education. In this context groups are organised in two ways: (1) Groups 
are formed that work together on a long-term basis, for example because they receive project-
related work assignments and work on them beyond the classroom event. In the following, these 
are called "project groups". Alternatively (2) group work is often integrated into face-to-face 
teaching. These are short-term and time-limited groups that work on a specific work assignment 
in class, which will be called "ad-hoc groups". All participants described group work as an 
important part of further education. 

If we look at the communication of the group members among themselves, only one partic-
ipant reported to organise group work via a digital platform (Moodle). In the other institutions 
of further education, the communication of individual group participants, especially in the prac-
tical phases, also takes place digitally. However, the institutions do not provide any tools or 
devices for this purpose and are therefore dependent on the willingness of the participants to 
use communication platforms from their private context (e.g. WhatsApp). In addition to the 
acquisition of specialist knowledge, the personal exchange between the group members plays 
an outstanding role from the experts' point of view for the students’ learning success. 

The composition of groups is based on different mechanisms. One participant described 
group divisions by the teacher as very important for his or her teaching. Other participants 
reported that member compositions are chosen randomly or students divide themselves into 
groups. The concept draft of the CARO group tool so far includes the functionality to add mem-
bers to groups automatically and randomly or manually. The function that learners should be 
able to assign themselves to a certain group is very desirable from the experts’ point of view. 

Another important aspect of group work was the collaborative elaboration and presentation 
of work results. Revealing and discussing results was an important part for both students and 
teachers, in order to be able to complete group work successfully. Currently, the CARO appli-
cation provides teachers with various interactive tools such as diagrams or clustering to present 
work results. The experts remarked that these tools should also be available to the students for 
the elaboration and presentation of the work results. According to them, the possibility for stu-
dents to upload videos is an important feature. In addition, it was useful for the development of 
work results if the students could comment on texts within the groups and work on them col-
laboratively. 
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In the third part of the group discussion, the participants were asked about the possibilities 
of interaction and communication between the learners during group work with the CARO ap-
plication. The desire for a chat and/or video chat program within CARO was the most popular 
response. Thus, it would be possible for participants to exchange information without having 
to use private messenger services. In addition, teachers could also join in, for example to give 
feedback on different work steps or to answer questions. 

 Discussion 
From the experts' point of view, the concept of the group tool in the teachers’ perspective cor-
responds in most places to the needs and practices of teachers in oncological further education. 
Based on the evaluation of the group discussion, the further development of the CARO group 
tool, which integrates the following aspects, can be derived: 

 
a. Learners should be given more freedom in group composition as well as presentation of 

work results 
b. Communication should be possible within each group and with the teacher. 
c. The possibility to work together on texts and presentations should be integrated. 

 
These three aspects can be seen as elementary components of Computer Supported Collab-

orative Learning (CSCL). The field of CSCL has been dealing with the use of computer tech-
nologies to promote collaborative learning and working processes for several decades (Kühn, 
2018). Relevant for the further development of student interaction possibilities in the CARO 
group tool is the question which cognitive tools can support group learning processes in onco-
logical further education in a particularly target-oriented way. Cognitive tools are tools that 
require the learner to delve deeper into task content (Mayes 1992). These computer-based tools 
can be divided into five groups: (1) Semantic Organization Tools, (2) Dynamic Modeling Tools, 
(3) Visualization tools, (4) Knowledge Construction Tools and (5) Socially Shared Cognitive 
Tools (Jonassen & Carr 1998). In the next step of development, it should be tested which tools 
are suitable for which work steps in group instruction of oncological further education. For this 
purpose, teaching tests will be carried out with an interactive prototype of the CARO group 
tool, because "cognitive tools in particular (...) only acquire their special quality when they are 
integrated into (...) lessons" (Wolf, 2003, p. 86). 

Based on the curriculum developed in the CAROplusONKO project, teaching materials will 
be developed for further education in oncology, which take group learning processes in ad hoc 
groups as well as in project groups into account. Learning with CARO is based on interactions 
that can be carried out through different interaction formats between teachers and students in 
the previous stage of development. In order to provide these interaction formats also within the 
student groups, a fundamental extension of the CARO Student App is necessary. Up to now, 
only simple interactions such as answering a slider query are possible. Three concrete function-
alities have been emphasized by the group discussion participants: A group chat, the joint edit-
ing of texts and the possibility to make tools such as clusters or diagrams accessible to the 
students already during work phases. These possibilities of interaction and communication be-
yond the classroom can offer a great added value for learners and teacher related to collabora-
tive learning processes. Jahnke (2016, p. 7) also speaks of "Co-expanded Communication 
Spaces". What is meant by this is that numerous communication possibilities arise in virtual 
space, which can be used synchronously or asynchronously and combined with each other. 
Herein lies the potential to actively learn beyond the boundaries of the conventional classroom. 
This offers significant benefits for oncological further education, since learning and teaching is 
also done across learning and working environments. 
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In the conducted group discussion, the test persons also expressed the wish for a possibility 
to communicate with the students during a group work with the CARO application. Neverthe-
less, according to a study by Dann et al. (2002), in addition to a precise task definition and an 
evaluation phase following the group work, teacher behaviour during the working phase is par-
ticularly relevant for the successful course of group work. For example, group work, in which 
students work independently and the teacher does intervene as little as possible, is more suc-
cessful (Dann et al, 2002; Rabenstein & Reh, 2007). Further work should look more closely at 
the role of teachers and the associated rights when intervening in student group work (interac-
tion and communication). 

Regarding the two different types of groups (project groups vs. ad hoc groups) in oncological 
further education, a classification of potential educational goals can be made. According to the 
didactic model of Interactionistic Nursing Didactics (Darmann-Finck, 2010) used in CARO,  
three different educational goals are implicit: the technical knowledge interest, which aims at 
the acquisition of rule-directed knowledge; the practical cognitive interest, which enables the 
understanding of cases and situational understanding; and the emancipatory cognitive interest, 
which aims at the reflection of contradictions. An ad hoc group work, in which the learners are 
only supposed to work together cooperatively, i.e. learners work on an assignment based on the 
division of labour (Petko, 2014), is more suitable for tasks that aim at the technical interest in 
knowledge. A work order, which is collaboratively realised in a project group, can also serve 
the emancipatory level of knowledge, provided that the learners have extensive communication 
and interaction possibilities at their disposal. Especially the emancipatory interest in knowledge 
requires an intensive examination of the facts and the elaboration and discussion of different 
points of view combined with the reflection of one's own positions. Collaborative group work 
can support these processes and also improve the collaboration skills of the students, which is 
an important task for today’s vocational training (Schwendimann et al., 2018). 

 Conclusion 
As a result of the first development step, we can state that the concept of the group tool has 
been received mostly positive and already meets the requirements of the interviewed experts in 
many parts. Especially for the development of the Student App the group discussion delivered 
good results. Considering the research question "Which design elements and didactic methods 
are necessary to design collaborative learning processes in the context of oncological further 
education?" the following features: communication opportunities between students and be-
tween students and teachers and cognitive tools for the students during a group work phase must 
be provided in the CARO group tool. In the next development-step, we will conduct a major 
revision of the CARO Student App. The main goal will be the expansion of the interaction and 
communication possibilities between the students during a group work phase. It is indispensa-
ble that this next step is tested in terms of content, i.e. on the basis of a concrete teaching con-
cept. In the following phases, usability tests with interactive prototypes as well as teaching 
experiments will be conducted. The closer examination of the teachers’ role as well as the se-
lection of methods for the work of student groups among themselves should also be part of 
these surveys. 

The CARO group tool concept is a basic element to develop reflexive learning processes for 
oncological professional training. For example, in order to strengthen the professional compe-
tencies of the participants in further training and additionally to absorb their stress in a complex 
professional field, opportunities for a regular and systematic reflection of their nursing practice 
are needed (Kocks et al., 2018). To provide this within the CARO application, a digitally sup-
ported and didactically sound collegial consultation will be integrated in the group tool. For this 
purpose, a first digital counselling process has already been carried out with students of nursing 
science. The linking of the group tool with the functionality of a collegial counselling 



207 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

environment is also carried out by means of small-step iterative development and test cycles in 
close coordination with the oncological practice partners. 

The chosen method of group discussion proved to be profitable for the development process 
of the CARO Student App, which is still in a very early stage. The results obtained are substan-
tial and can be well integrated into the development process. With regard to the further devel-
opment of the CARO Teacher App, this is only partly true. The concept is at a more advanced 
stage than the Student App. Here the participants only noted the need for changes in details. All 
in all, it can be said that the research approach of design-based research in connection with a 
software development project is a suitable method, because the small-step and iterative proce-
dure enables an agile and user-oriented development. 
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Abstract 
This paper opens by elaborating the question it addresses: Where is higher vocational education 
in relation to vocational education and higher education? It then notes that the answer to this 
question is likely to have different implications in countries with different economic and social 
arrangements. The paper then describes the parts of the typology it proposes. It then analyses 
into idealized types the arrangement of tertiary education and the location of higher vocational 
education in three European countries: Austria, Germany, and the UK. These are compared 
with 5 non European countries: Australia, Canada, Chile, China, South Africa, and the USA. 
The paper concludes by identifying some patterns in the location of responsibility for long cycle 
and short cycle knowledge acquisition and occupational preparation. It observes considerable 
diversity in responsibility for higher vocational education. 

Keywords 
higher vocational education; typology; international comparisons 

 What is higher vocational education? 
Ulicna et al. (2016) considered at length what to include in their extensive study for the Euro-
pean Union on higher vocational education and training in the EU. They conducted detailed 
studies and interviews on higher vocational education in then 28 member states of the European 
Union. They identified higher vocational education and training by two dimensions: level, and 
orientation. Much vocational education in the European Union and elsewhere is at upper sec-
ondary level. So for Ulicna et al. (2016) higher vocational education and training is above this 
level. They included in their narrow definition certificates and diplomas at level 4 post-second-
ary non-tertiary education in the International Standard Classification of Education’s (ISCED) 
classification (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012). Their broad definition also includes as-
sociate degrees, bachelors, masters, and doctorates at the International Standard Classification 
of Education (ISCED) levels 5 to 8. 

Higher vocational education is understood differently in different contexts. While Ulicna et 
al. (2016) and others include in higher vocational education ISCED level 4 post secondary non 
tertiary education such as some certificates and diplomas, and ISCED level 5 short cycle tertiary 
education such as an associate or foundation degree of 2 years after completing high school, 
these programs are considered standard vocational education in the USA. This reflects 

 
1  A modified and expanded version of this paper has been submitted as Moodie, G. (submitted). A typology 

of tertiary education systems. In E. Knight, A.-M. Bathmaker, K. Orr, S. Webb, L. Wheelahan, & G. Moodie 
(Eds.) (forthcoming), Realising the dream: equity, high skills and productivity through higher level voca-
tional education. Palgrave Macmillan. 
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jurisdictions’ different understandings of vocational and academic education, and their different 
allocations of responsibility for different levels of programs. This is in turn is related to juris-
dictions’ allocations of responsibility for higher academic education and research training, 
which also differs between jurisdictions. 

Ulicna et al. (2016) second dimension of higher vocational education and training is orien-
tation to preparing graduates for an occupation. However, they note that programs are orien-
tated to an occupation to different extents. Programs have different combinations of occupa-
tional and academic orientation. Programs also have different emphases on different purposes, 
preparing graduates for direct entry to an occupation, for employment in several occupations 
or for employment generally, or for entry to a subsequent program which prepares graduates 
for an occupation. 

Programs’ extent of orientation to an occupation often overlaps with the extent of integration 
with employment in curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment. This is indicated, for example, by 
industry’s involvement in designing the curriculum, in the extent of work based learning, and 
in industry’s involvement in evaluating and perhaps approving programs or institutions (Ulicna 
et al., 2016). 

These dimensions of level, orientation and extent of integration with industry overlap in 
ISCED 2011 and in many understandings of vocational education discussed by Ulicna et al. 
(2016). Thus, ISCED 2011 calls occupational preparation ‘vocational’ up to level 5 and ‘pro-
fessional’ for level 5 and above (UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2012). These dimensions also 
overlap with types of institutions: institutions which offer mostly lower level occupational prep-
aration are called colleges in many jurisdictions, and institutions which offer higher level oc-
cupational preparation are often called universities. 

Some institutions which offer mainly occupational programs also offer academic programs; 
and some institutions which offer mainly academic programs also offer occupational programs. 
Some institutions which offer higher vocational education and training also offer lower voca-
tional education and training. Therefore, higher vocational education is not often identified with 
a specific institution (Ulicna et al. 2016). 

Formal education in educational institutions is only part of jurisdictions’ formation of skills. 
The exclusion of apprenticeships from the OECD's educational statistics understates the devel-
opment of skills of the jurisdictions in which a relatively high proportion of skills are formed 
by apprenticeships (Deißinger, 2015). Some occupations develop expertise outside formal ed-
ucational institutions and apprenticeships but with a sequence of various combinations of ex-
plicit teaching and informal learning, recognised after satisfactory evaluation and usually after 
completion of formal assessment. Examples are Austria’s and Germany’s master craftsperson 
examination (MeisterInnenprüfung), and the several medical specialisations. 

Skills are also importantly developed informally, through interactions with friends, family, 
community groups, and at work. One may conceive of skills at a range of levels being devel-
oped informally, in apprenticeships and in formal educational institutions (Figure 1). 

This paper does not consider occupational preparation at an advanced level, which was the 
core role of universities at their foundation in the middle ages (Cobban, 1975) and remains an 
important role of contemporary universities. Neither does it consider the formation of skills 
outside educational institutions such as in apprenticeships or informally. Rather, the paper is 
concerned with educational institutions’ preparation for occupations which is relatively recent 
and transgresses conventions. A prominent development is colleges which conventionally offer 
shorter and lower level programs offering longer and higher level occupational preparation such 
as applied baccalaureates. 

Another transgression is institutions such as universities which are most strongly identified 
with academic education offering education modes strongly identified with vocational educa-
tion. An example is German universities’ hybrid ‘dual study’ programs which have many of 
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the characteristics of Germany’s regulated apprenticeships (Graf and Powell, forthcoming). 
Graf (2017) finds similarities between dual study programs in Germany and cooperative study 
programs (co-ops) offered by some universities in the USA and apprenticeship programs of-
fered by USA community colleges. 

Another example is those of the UK’s higher and degree apprenticeships (UK Government, 
2020; Reeve & Gallacher, forthcoming) which are more strongly integrated with work than the 
work integrated learning which is now common in universities (Trigwell & Reid, 1998). A third 
transgression is universities which are most strongly identified with longer and higher level 
programs offering shorter and lower level programs strongly identified with colleges or voca-
tional education. 

This paper uses ‘higher vocational education’ to refer to occupational preparation which is 
transgressive in one of these ways: vocational institutions offering higher level occupational 
qualifications, or higher education institutions offering forms of education strongly associated 
with vocational education. It is about higher vocational education developed in institutions, 
which is shaded darker in the figure, and is put in the context of other tertiary education shaded 
lighter in the figure. 

Figure 1: 
A continuum of skills levels developed in different levels of formality 

Skill level Informal Apprenticeship Institution 
Very high    
High    
Medium    
Semi    
Low    
None    

 Higher vocational education 
 Context of higher vocational education 

 

 Context 
A country’s tertiary education system and in particular its higher vocational education reflects 
as well as affects its general economic, institutional and social arrangements. A high proportion 
of manufacturing is likely to be associated with a high proportion of systematic vocational ed-
ucation (Thelen, 2014). Countries have different skills levels, and form different proportions in 
formal educational institutions, in formal occupational skills development such as regulated 
apprenticeships, informally at work, and informally in other sites such as in families and in 
community groups. The level of vocational education also reflects the proportion of informal 
economic activity in the economy. The capacity of governments to support educational institu-
tions amongst other public services is reflection in their taxation as a proportion of gross do-
mestic product, and there are several indicators of countries’ relative equality of distribution of 
economic and other resources. 

 Parts of the Typology 
The complexity of jurisdictions’ arrangements of tertiary education is illustrated by the dia-
grams of their systems, for example, in Cedefop’s VET-in-Europe country reports. This typol-
ogy is not seeking to reflect that complexity. It is therefore very different from Pilz’s (2016) 
multi perspective typology, which is shown on Universität zu Köln’s (2019) web site. Rather, 
this typology seeks to represent idealized models of different types of tertiary education systems 
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to compare them and to highlight their basic similarities and differences in characterising and 
locating higher vocational education. It does so by identifying 3 basic levels and 3 basic objects 
of tertiary education. The typology is illustrated in Table 2. 

I adopt the term ‘tertiary education’ to mean education at a higher level than primary and 
secondary education in the same meaning as the International Standard Classification of Edu-
cation ISCED 2011 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012), which is commonly called ‘higher 
education’ in the USA and some Canadian provinces, and ‘post secondary education’ in other 
Canadian provinces and elsewhere. I adopt the term ‘short cycle’ tertiary education introduced 
by the OECD (1971) and by Furth (1973) but depart from ISCED 2011 in expecting its typical 
duration to be from 1 to 2 years. ISCED 2011 specifies that short cycle tertiary education ‘has 
a minimum duration of two years and is typically but not always shorter than three years’ 
(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012, p. 48), but I believe this excludes too many tertiary 
programs of 1 year’s duration which develop substantial skills. Short cycle tertiary education 
leads to qualifications called variously the diploma, associate degree, and foundation degree. 

What is called here long cycle higher education is consistent with ISCED 2011’s ‘Bachelor’s 
or equivalent first degree’ typically of 3 to 4 years’ duration (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 
2012, p. 46). In this typology there is 1 higher level of advanced tertiary education, which com-
bines masters and doctoral levels of a standard duration of from 1 to 4 years, to doctoral pro-
grams often take up to 7 years. While there are substantial qualitative differences between mas-
ters and doctoral programs institutionalized by universities and recognized by ISCED 2011, the 
numbers of enrolments in doctoral programs are too modest and removed from higher voca-
tional education to warrant adding further complexity to this typology. 

The objects of tertiary education are categorized by 3 ideal types which are rarely found in 
idealized form in real systems: the acquisition of knowledge, preparation for an occupation, and 
training. Tertiary education that seeks to acquire knowledge are similar to ISCED 2011’s ‘gen-
eral education’ (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012, paragraph 55). Its fields are of discipli-
nary knowledge and the aim is to develop expertise in disciplinary knowledge. Tertiary educa-
tion that seeks to prepare graduates for an occupation are similar to ISCED 2011’s ‘vocational 
education’ (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012, paragraph 54). Its fields are of practice and 
the aim is to develop expertise in practice. I find gratuitous ISCED 2011’s distinction between 
‘general’ and ‘vocational’ education up to tertiary level and ‘academic’ and ‘professional’ ed-
ucation for tertiary levels (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012). 

The distinction between occupational preparation and training is not always made explicit 
in classification systems, but is often implicit in policy and practice. While occupational prep-
aration develops graduates for an occupation, training is narrower in scope in developing par-
ticipants’ capacity to undertake a specific task. While occupational preparation develops grad-
uates for a medium to long term career, training develops participants’ capacity for the short 
term to meet an immediate need. And while occupational preparation is typically from short to 
long duration, training is brief of from 1 to 150 days. 

Examples of training are continuing vocational education which is sharply distinguished 
from initial vocational education in policy and practice in much of Europe. Other examples of 
training are programs offered by vendors to develop users’ skills in working their equipment or 
software. Many colleges, universities, and occupational associations offer training in the form 
of short courses at various levels, from introductory to advanced. The distinctions between oc-
cupational preparation are tabulated in Table 1: they are between broad and narrow focus, and 
longer and short duration. 
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Table 1 
Distinctions between occupational preparation and training 

Characteristic Occupational preparation Training 

Scope Broad: Occupation Narrow: Task 

Horizon Medium and longer term: Career Short term: Immediate need 

Typical duration Short to long: 1 to 7 years Brief: 1 to 150 days 
 
This typology establishes nine types of tertiary education, illustrated in Table 2. 

Table 2 
Three objects and 3 levels of tertiary education 

 Knowledge 
acquisition 

Occupational 
preparation Training 

Advanced    
Long cycle    
Short cycle    

 

 Combinations of types of tertiary education 
In principle it would be possible to establish 1 type of institution responsible for offering all 
nine ideal types of tertiary education. It would be equally possible in principle to establish nine 
different types of institution which were responsible for offering only one ideal type of tertiary 
education. Of course, with some limited exceptions no jurisdiction adopts either of these poli-
cies in practice. Rather, jurisdictions establish different types of institutions responsible for dif-
ferent combinations of different types of tertiary education. The main purpose of this paper is 
to describe and identify patterns in jurisdictions’ different combinations of different ideal types 
of tertiary education in different ideal types of institutions. Groups of institutions which have 
similar combinations of types of tertiary education are often grouped as sectors for the purposes 
of policy and analysis. 

 Austria 
This typology’s concentration on tertiary education provided by educational institutions does 
not show the substantial formal development of skills including higher vocational skills in the 
Germanic apprenticeship systems (DAChL – Deutschland, Austria, Confoederatio Helvetica 
(Switzerland) and Luxembourg). Austria has 200 legally recognized Duale Ausbildung (dual 
apprenticeship training) programs at upper secondary vocational level (ISCED 354). Some 42% 
of Duale Ausbildung are in crafts and trades, 14% in commerce, and 14% in industry (Tritscher-
Archan, 2016). 

Neither does this typology include higher level vocational skills developed mostly in com-
panies but also for around 2% of candidates in specialized continuing vocational education and 
training institutions such as Meisterschule (school for master craftspeople), Werkmeisterschule 
(school for industrial master), and Bauhandwerkerschule (building craftsperson school) (Mus-
set et al., 2013; Tritscher-Archan, 2016). 

Much training which is very important in the labour market does not lead to qualifications 
regulated by government and is not included in official statistics. It is offered by around 1,800 
bodies of the social partners of chambers of commerce and unions, such as Wirtschaftsförder-
ungsinstitut (WIFI – Institute for Economic Promotion of the Austrian Economic Chambers) 
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and Bildung Freude Inklusive (Chamber of Labour and the Austrian Trade Union Federation 
Vocational Training Institute) (Tritscher-Archan, 2016). 

Continuing vocational education and training was also offered by 87% of companies to 33% 
of their employees in 2010. Each participant spent an average of 30 hours of paid work time 
attending courses during the year (Tritscher-Archan, 2016). 

Austria’s tertiary education is constructed by its federal government and its 16 Bundesländer 
(Austrian states). Universitäten (universities) offer academic programs but also programs of 
advanced occupational preparation in architecture, business, engineering, information technol-
ogy, and law. Medicine is often offered by specialized medical universities and teacher educa-
tion programs are offered by Pädagogische Hochschule (university colleges). Austria’s Fach-
hochschulen (universities of applied science) offer mostly long cycle and advanced occupa-
tional preparation up to masters but not PhDs. They offer programs in business, computing, 
design, engineering, and social work. Higher vocational education is one of their core roles. 

Berufsbildende höhere Schulen (literally: vocational higher schools) are specifically Aus-
trian in their overlap of upper secondary and post secondary levels (Musset et al., 2013). They 
offer programs of 5 years’ duration at upper secondary level (ISCED 354) and short cycle vo-
cational education (ISCED 554) (Tritscher-Archan, 2016) which Musset, Bloem, Fazekas and 
Field (2013) call in English ‘VET colleges’ while Tritscher-Archan (2016) renders them as 
‘colleges for higher vocational education’. Graf et al. (2012) describe the historical develop-
ment and hybrid status of Berufsbildende höhere Schulen. 

Figure 2 
Major idealized types of tertiary education institutions in Austria 

Level Knowledge 
acquisition 

 Occupational 
preparation  Training 

        

Advanced 

Universitäten 

 

Fachhochschu-
len 

 

Wirtschaftsförderungsinstitut 
Bildung Freude Inklusive, 

institutions 
 

   
Long 
cycle 

  

        
Short 
cycle     Berufsbildende 

höhere Schule  

 

 Germany 
Full-time vocational schooling at the upper-secondary level is very important in Germany for 
developing occupational skills and preparing for higher level vocational education, but is not 
considered higher vocational education for the purposes of this study. This typology’s concen-
tration on tertiary education provided by educational institutions does not show the substantial 
formal development of skills including higher vocational skills in the Germanic apprenticeship 
systems (DAChL – Deutschland, Austria, Confoederatio Helvetica (Switzerland) and Luxem-
bourg). Duale Ausbildung (dual apprenticeship training) of 3 and 3.5 years’ duration is classi-
fied at the German and European qualification level 4, the same level as upper secondary edu-
cation. Neither does this typology include higher level vocational skills developed mostly in 
companies such as Fachkaufmann (commercial specialist), Fachwirt (business management 
specialist), Meister (master craftsman) nor Operative IT-Professional, which are categorized at 
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German and European qualification level 6, the same as bachelor (Hippach-Schneider & Huis-
mann, 2019). 

Germany’s tertiary education is constructed by its federal government and its 16 Länder 
(constituent states), which reflect their different social and economic natures. Since Länder 
have distinctive arrangements a full depiction of all arrangements would be very complex. Only 
the broad mostly general outlines are considered here. Germany has a very strong tradition of 
developing academic knowledge at upper secondary level and in Universitäten (universities). 
Universitäten also offer agriculture, business, computing, education, engineering, law, medi-
cine, pharmacy, and veterinary medicine. There are also Technische Universitäten which offer 
engineering sciences and social sciences, Pädagogische Hochschulen (universities of educa-
tion), Kunsthochschulen (universities of arts) and Musikhochschulen (universities of music). 

Germany’s Fachhochschulen (universities of applied science) offer mostly long cycle and 
advanced occupational preparation up to masters but not PhDs. They emerged from engineering 
schools but now also offer art and design, business and management, communication studies, 
computer science, and social services. Higher vocational education is one of their core roles. 

Graf and Powell (forthcoming) describe dual study programs which are mostly often offered 
by Fachhochschulen, but also by vocational academies, a few academic universities, or in the 
Land of Baden-Wuerttemberg by the Baden-Wuerttemberg Cooperative State University 
(Duale Hochschule Baden-Württemberg, 2020). 

Thelen (2014) observes that in Germany firms are responsible for initial vocational educa-
tion and training, the state for training the unemployed, and individuals themselves for contin-
uing vocational education and training. Germany has therefore long had very weak continuing 
vocational education and training (Thelen, 2014) and thus training. Thelen (2014) reports that 
in the Netherlands and Denmark collectively bargained branch funds support a broad provision 
of continuing vocational education and training, which is subsidised by the Denmark state, but 
that ‘such funds play a very marginal road in Germany’. 

Figure 3 
Major idealized types of tertiary education institutions in Germany 

 

Level Knowledge 
acquisition 

 Occupational preparation  Training 

        

Advanced 

Universitäten 

 

Fach-
hochschulen 

  

    
Long 
cycle 

  Fach-
schulen 

         
Short 
cycle     Short cycle   

 

 UK 
Universities and other higher education providers are responsible for long cycle and advanced 
knowledge acquisition and long cycle and advanced occupational preparation. Universities and 
other higher education providers also provide some training, but most training is provided by 
specialized training providers, employers, vendors, and others. 
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Higher national diplomas, diplomas of higher education, and foundation degrees are short 
cycle programs, mostly for occupational preparation, which are the responsibility of universi-
ties and other higher education providers, sometimes shared with further education colleges. 
However, in 2018/19 they were only 2.2% of all higher education qualifications awarded 
(Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2019) and so are considered too detailed to be shown in 
this broad idealized typology of UK tertiary education. Nonetheless, they would likely be con-
sidered part of higher vocational education. 

Further education is shown as the main provider of short cycle tertiary education, both for 
knowledge acquisition and for occupational preparation. Short cycle tertiary education pro-
grams have rather different financing, accreditation, and quality assurance depending on their 
orientation and source of funding (Moodie et al, 2018). This might have suggested that short 
cycle tertiary education be shown in separate boxes for knowledge acquisition and occupational 
preparation, but colleges seek to offer seamless options to their students, despite the obstacles 
caused by different sources of funding and coordination, and so they are shown as part of one 
provision in Figure 4. 

‘Higher education’ and ‘further education’ are treated as markedly different sectors by gov-
ernments, institutions, and students. 

Short cycle training is offered by further education colleges, training providers and local 
education authorities (National Careers Service, n.d.). 

While the UK has no institution specifically responsible for long cycle occupational prepa-
ration, this role is fulfilled by universities and other higher education providers which have been 
rather more applied or utilitarian than their analogues in otherwise similar countries since pol-
ytechnics were incorporated into this sector from 1992. Some universities offer what are vari-
ously called higher, degree, and graduate apprenticeships (Reeve & Gallacher, forthcoming). 

Figure 4 
Major idealized types of tertiary education institutions in the UK 

 

Level Knowledge 
acquisition 

 Occupational 
preparation  Training 

      

Advanced 
Universities and other higher educa-

tion providers 

 Unis & others 

   

Long cycle   

      

Short cycle Further education colleges  Colleges & 
providers 

 

 Some Patterns 
Both the construction of an idealized form of each jurisdiction’s tertiary education and the lo-
cation of higher vocational education within each system required exercises of judgement, so 
generalisations from those constructions reflect those judgements. 

Of the 11 jurisdictions reviewed, all had long cycle knowledge acquisition and occupational 
preparation conducted in 1 type of institution, most commonly known as a university (Fehler! 
Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden.). Likewise all jurisdictions had short cycle 
occupational preparation offered by one type of institution, most commonly called a college. 
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Only five jurisdictions typically offered short cycle knowledge acquisition and occupational 
preparation in 1 type of institution, which might be called comprehensive colleges: South Af-
rica, the UK, the USA, western Canada which is modelled on the USA, and the distinctive 
Québec. The other institutions offered short cycle occupational preparation in institutions which 
do not have a major role in knowledge acquisition, which might be called vocational colleges: 
Australia, Austria, Canada East, Chile, China, and Germany. Only 4 of the jurisdictions re-
viewed here had an institutional type focussed on long cycle occupational preparation, which 
are called variously Fachhochschulen, universities of applied science, universities of technol-
ogy, Institutos Profesionales and formerly, polytechnics: Austria, Chile, Germany, and South 
Africa. 

Table 1 
Distinctions between occupational preparation and training 

Jurisdiction Unified long 
KA & OP 

Unified short 
KA & OP 

Separate long 
OP 

Separate short 
OP 

Australia ü x x ü 
Austria ü x ü ü 
Canada West ü ü x ü 
Canada East ü x x ü 
Canada QC ü ü x ü 
Chile ü x ü ü 
China ü x x ü 
Germany ü x ü ü 
South Africa ü ü ü ü 
UK ü ü x ü 
USA ü ü x ü 

 
There was considerable variation in the location of responsibility for higher vocational edu-

cation: in universities alone in Australia and Québec; in universities and comprehensive col-
leges in the UK and USA; in universities and vocational colleges in Canada East and China; in 
Fachhochschulen (FHS) and similar institutions alone in Chile, Germany, and South Africa; 
and Austria was the only jurisdiction reviewed which located higher vocational education in 
Fachhochschulen and vocational colleges (Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden 
werden.). Colleges have newly become responsible for higher vocational education in Canada, 
the UK, USA; and South Africa’s universities of technology are a relatively recent development 
from their former technikons. 

Table 4 
Location of responsibility for higher vocational education in 11 jurisdictions 

Jurisdiction Universities 
alone 

Universities 
and compre-

hensive colleges 

Universities 
and voca-
tional col-

leges 

FHS 
alone 

FHS and vo-
cational col-

leges 

Australia ü     
Austria     ü 
Canada West  ü    
Canada East   ü   
Canada QC ü     
Chile    ü  
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Jurisdiction Universities 
alone 

Universities 
and compre-

hensive colleges 

Universities 
and voca-
tional col-

leges 

FHS 
alone 

FHS and vo-
cational col-

leges 

China   ü   
Germany    ü  
South Africa    ü  
UK  ü    
USA  ü    
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Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to analyse the presence, nature and scope of vocational education and 
training (VET) on the public agenda for regional Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart 
Specialisation (RIS3) in Spain. The research question is: How is VET included in regional 
smart specialisation strategies in Spain? The objects of analysis are the governance and con-
ceptualisation of VET both in the context of the RIS3 agendas established and in the setting of 
strategic priorities and final objectives in Spain’s autonomous regions (N=17). This paper’s 
methodology combines qualitative document and content analysis with quantitative analysis of 
the European RIS3 database (Eye@RIS3). The findings indicate that the VET system is not 
included in most RIS3 since it is not considered an innovation actor but rather an attribute of 
the socioeconomic context relating to workforce and skills. The data show that strategic prior-
ities relating to education (both as an economic sector and as a research area) are few and far 
between and that, when it comes to VET, these are practically non-existent in all but a few 
regions. The relevance of this study lies in its novelty, as there is very little research in this 
area, and it is important to emphasise the need for further analysis in the future. 

Keywords 
Regional Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3), VET and inno-
vation, public agenda analysis 

 Introduction 
The objective of this article is to analyse the presence, nature and scope of vocational education 
and training (VET) within regional Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisa-
tion (RIS3) in Spain. The research question is: How is vocational education and training in-
cluded in smart specialisation strategies in Spain's various autonomous regions in terms of in-
novation? 

 The EU as the driver of RIS3 
This section explains what smart specialisation strategies are and how they emerged from the 
heart of the European innovation agenda. It also describes their subsequent inclusion in national 
and regional agendas and their integration into the agendas of Spain’s autonomous regions. 
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The EU defines smart specialisation as the capacity of an economic system to generate new 
specialities through the discovery of new domains of opportunity and the local concentration 
and agglomeration of resources and competences in these domains (European Commission, 
2017). This type of specialisation considers territories (specifically, regions) to be the key units 
of action as they provide the setting in which the main competitiveness and innovation actors 
interact and are where socialisation processes feed back into the various spheres (educational-
scientific, business-sectoral and political-institutional) within those territories. This approach, 
which derives from the evolutionary theory of innovation (Asheim, Grillitsch and Trippl, 
2016; Freeman, 1994; Cooke, 1992)   emphasises the influence that socialisation processes 
have on innovation, and specially on applied innovation occurring in the product, organisa-
tional or business spheres. The literature in the field of RIS3 is still emerging (Porto and Dolo-
reux, 2018; Foray, 2017). In the Spanish context, the literature mainly analyses specific auton-
omous regions as case studies (Navarro et al., 2017; Olazaran y Brunet, 2013), being the 
Basque Country and Navarre cases the most prolific. (Navarro et al., 2018; Albizu et al, 2017, 
2011). 

The inclusion of smart specialisation on the European agenda translates as the RIS3 initia-
tive via which the European Commission has encouraged each region or nation to draw up a 
specific policy to promote smart specialisation by aligning innovation and competitiveness 
policies (European Commission, 2017). The interest in developing this type of regional inno-
vation policy fundamentally stems from four concerns. 

Firstly, the EU wants to achieve economies of scale in innovation as, by concentrating 
knowledge resources and linking them to a limited number of priority economic activities, 
countries and regions can become competitive in the global economy. The goal is to make 
regions ‘smarter’ by identifying their innovation assets and strengths and articulating priorities 
that concentrate their efforts in a way that maximises outcomes (Foray et al., 2014). 

Secondly, the need to improve innovation performance is key for the EU, as set out in the 
2020 Strategy and flagship innovation actions (European Commission, 2010a). The latest in-
novation performance scoreboard shows that there is room for improvement, as only one in 
three countries can be considered innovation leaders or strong innovators, while two thirds are 
merely modest or moderate innovators. This scoreboard is based on scores for 27 separate in-
dicators, including innovation activities in companies, investment in research and innovation, 
and human resource and employment elements, and is the most widely established national and 
regional benchmark. (European Innovation Scoreboard, 2020). 

Thirdly, the relevance of this initiative means that its integration in regional public agendas 
must be strategic and achieve the greatest possible consensus, attained by encouraging a par-
ticipative and bottom-up agenda-setting process. The goal of this governance and participation 
is twofold: on the one hand, to agree on the most appropriate priorities for each region and so 
define a shared vision for regional innovation and, on the other, to gain the commitment of 
innovation system actors. These cover a broad range, spanning local government, academia, 
strategic sectors, companies and civil society (McCann et al., 2012). 

Fourthly, at the level of institutional performance and the financing framework, the EU 
seeks to maximise efficiency, effectiveness and co-responsibility for the funds assigned to in-
novation (‘smart financing’). The goal is to leverage public and private funds towards smart 
specialisation priorities to achieve greater reach and performance. This has led to it becoming 
a requirement for access to European funding, as since 2014 EU regional and national author-
ities are required to develop RIS3 before investing European Regional Development Fund 
(2014–2020) finance in research and innovation (European Commission, 2010b). 

As a result of this requirement, these strategies have grown exponentially and over 200 na-
tional and regional RIS3 strategies have been drawn up and published, although implementa-
tion of them has been very uneven. In the EU, over EUR 67 billion are available to support 
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these strategies under the European Structural and Investment Funds and national/regional 
funding. In Spain’s case, each of the country’s autonomous regions has drawn up an RIS pro-
gramme and included it on the public agenda for regional policy (Moso-Diez et al., 2019). 

 RIS3 agenda-setting and VET in Spain 
This section sets out the framework for analysing the RIS3 drawn up by Spain’s regions (N=17) 
taking VET as a vector. This analysis will be limited to public policy in the agenda-setting 
phase. Firstly, it is important to note that in the context of smart specialisation Spain is consid-
ered a moderate innovator in which there is wide divergence between regions with very differ-
ent productive, sociodemographic and institutional systems (European Innovation Scoreboard, 
2020). Secondly, it should be emphasised that setting the public agenda for RIS3 follows com-
mon guidelines proposed by the European Commission. The main instrument in this regard is 
the ‘Guide to Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisations (RIS3)’ (McCann 
et al. 2012; Gianelle et al., 2016). This guide is aimed at managing authorities responsible for 
structural funds, policy-makers and regional development officers. It sets out the concept of 
smart specialisation and provides guidance on how to develop RIS3. Guidance is structured 
around six practical steps: first, analysing the innovation potential; second, setting out the RIS3 
process and governance; third, developing a shared vision; fourth, identifying the priorities; 
fifth, defining an action plan with a coherent policy mix; and finally, monitoring and evaluat-
ing. Thirdly, a comprehensive framework for analysing RIS3 is proposed. In the framework of 
those policy agendas (Howlett, Ramesh and Perl, 2009), VET is analysed according to the 
nature, role and scope conferred in relation to the main issues influencing the setting of a public 
policy agenda. Four sets of variables are analysed. 

The first set of variables analyses governance in the RIS3 agenda-setting process from the 
perspective of the VET vector. As a starting point, the inclusion of VET system actors in the 
governance architecture set up to define RIS3 is analysed. In other words, the focus is on ana-
lysing whether VET actors are included as part of the innovation system, whether they are 
merely considered an external actor, or whether neither of the former apply. Likewise, this 
paper studies the type of participation undertaken by VET actors in the various participative 
spaces created, such as committees and expert, sectoral and consultative groups. 

The second set of variables studies VET in the conceptualisation of innovation and RIS3 
governance, which is particularly found in the initial phase of the agenda-setting process when 
analysis of the region’s innovation potential is conducted. The focus is on analysing the under-
lying conceptualisation of the nature and role of VET in the innovation system, i.e. on VET as 
an innovator, VET as an education and training supplier, or as neither of the former. It also 
analyses the understanding of VET functions within the innovation system from a functional 
perspective, i.e. VET as an innovator, VET as a trainer, or as neither of the former. 

The third set of variables includes the specific influence of VET on strategic priorities es-
tablished during the agenda-setting process. This refers to those priorities that strengthen the 
economic domain in terms of economic activity or strategic sectors, where VET would fall 
within the education domain (NACE Rev. 2). This paper also analyses how the priorities 
strengthen the scientific research that constitutes the scientific domain (NABS, 2007). 

The second set of variables includes the specific influence of VET final objectives in relation 
to RIS3. Their relationship with the economic (NACE Rev. 2) and scientific (NABS, 2007) 
domains are also analysed. 

 Methodology 
This paper's methodology combines qualitative document and content analysis with quantita-
tive statistical analysis (Excel 19.0) of the European RIS3 database (Eye@RIS3). 
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The methodology is qualitative and based on bibliographic, documentary and content anal-
ysis. Analysis focuses on the public institutional document ‘RIS3 2014–2020’. In total, there 
are 17 autonomous regions, each with their corresponding RIS3 programmes (N=17). For this 
purpose, the EU guidelines for defining RIS3 (Gianelle et al., 2016; McCann et al., 2012) are 
taken as reference. 

This paper also conducts a quantitative analysis of the RIS3 database hosted on the official 
platform to link the strategic priorities both with the objectives and the domains (economic or 
scientific) from which they stem. It is important to note that this database (Eye@RIS3) displays 
public investment priorities for innovation across Europe at national and regional level. It is 
relevant to use this tool because within the EU priorities are linked to the use of the European 
Regional and Development Fund (ERDF). In Eye@RIS3, data are based on the information 
found in Smart Specialisation Strategies and related strategic frameworks (Eye@RIS3, 
2020). Strategic priorities are classified from: 

 
• an economic approach using the Statistical Classification of Economic Activities in the 

European Community (NACE rev. 2) and 
• a scientific approach using the Nomenclature for the Analysis and Comparison of Scien-

tific Programmes and Budgets (NABS 2007). 
 
Data collection is designed to match the analytical and methodological framework, making 

it possible to quantify fully the various items analysed in Table 1. The findings are then pre-
sented and discussed before setting out the conclusions of the study. 

Table 1 
Main factors defining the RIS3 agenda in terms of VET 

VET vector Strategic priorities Final objectives 
Scientific domain N N 
Economic domain N N 

 
It is important to note that the data taken from the RIS platform (the origin of which is an 

official EU source) may not fully match the RIS3 programmes published by Spain’s autono-
mous regions. This is because this tool provided by the European Commission draws on the 
RIS3 documents provided by Europe’s regions and, in the case of several Spanish ones, the 
RIS3 documents used are not always the Final RIS3 document as sometimes the Draft RIS3 
document is used instead. This could lead to discrepancies, which should be studied in future 
research. 

 Results 
Preliminary results indicate that VET is either non-existent or has a very low profile in most 
regional smart specialisation strategies. As for its presence, this is more of an advisory and 
non-binding nature, with little capacity for influence. Moreover, when VET is present, its role 
is mainly that of trainer for employment (Hazelkorn & Edwards, 2019; Cedefop, 2017) — to 
the detriment of training and educating young people — and it has practically no presence as a 
technology transfer or innovation actor (Toner and Woolley, 2016; Rosenfeld, 1998). Except 
for a few regions such as Basque County and Navarre, VET is not systematically included as a 
regional innovation issue and barely as a key RIS3 actor. 

From the perspective of RIS3 governance, VET actors’ presence is virtually non-existent in 
most of Spain’s autonomous regions. The region where they have greatest presence as a direct 
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innovation actor is in the Basque Country, where VET representatives participate on various 
committees and working groups with both executive and, above all, consultative roles. 

Table 2 
Governance defining the RIS3 agenda in terms of VET 

VET Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3  
Process inclusion VET as part of the in-

novation system 
VET as an  
external element  

None 

Participation Executive actor Consultative None 
Intensity Very low Very low High 

Source. Compiled in-house. 
 

As regards the conceptualisation of VET in the agenda-setting process, especially when an-
alysing the region’s innovation potential, a pattern similar to the one above is observed. In the 
case of the role of VET, in some contexts its role is explicitly that of competence supplier 
(particularly of digital competences). Even though talent, competences, skills and human cap-
ital are systematically referenced in all Spain’s RIS3, the role of VET remains more implicit 
than explicit and it is rarely mentioned 

Table 3 
Conceptualisation of innovation defining the RIS3 agenda in terms of VET  

VET Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3  
Role Applied innovator Vocational trainer None 

Functions Technology transfer Knowledge & skills 
transfer 

None 

Intensity Very low Low–Medium High 
Source: Compiled in-house. 

 
Regarding the articulation of strategic priorities and the objectives to be pursued, this paper 
conducts a comparative quantitative analysis based on the content of the official RIS3 database 
(Eye@RIS3). 

Table 4 shows that the total priorities of all the autonomous regions is 133, with an average 
of 7.8 for each of them, although the deviations indicate that regions such as Galicia, Navarre 
and Valencia are far above, and by below Rioja, Balearic Islands and Castile and Leon. This 
proportion is partially reflected in the final objectives (N = 615), which would give an average 
of 36 for each region, but Galicia (N = 78), Castile and Leon (N = 65) and Madrid (N = 64). In 
the case of Galicia there is coherence between the highest proportion of priorities and objec-
tives, but this is not the case in the rest. 

Table 5 shows that the proportion of strategic priorities that correspond to the economic 
domain of Education (N=8) with respect to the total (N= 81) is very low (1.38%), and more 
than a third are concentrated in the Balearic Islands. 

Table 6 shows that the proportion of strategic priorities that correspond to the scientific 
domain of Education (N = 9) with respect to the total (N = 1’167) is extremely low (0.77%) 
and mostly them are concentrated in Navarre (77.7%). 
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Table 4 
N and % of priorities and objectives, by autonomous region and total 

Autonomous regions Strategic priorities Final objectives 
  N % Desv. Mean N % Desv. Mean 
Andalusia 8 6.0% 0.18 30 4.9% -6.18 
Aragon 9 6.8% 1.18 42 6.8% 5.82 
Asturias 5 3.8% 0.18 28 4.6% -8.18 
Balearic Islands 6 4.5% 0.18 38 6.2% 1.82 
Basque Country 7 5.3% -1.82 33 5.4% -3.18 
Canary Islands 8 6.0% -0.82 56 9.1% 19.82 
Cantabria 8 6.0% -0.82 28 4.6% -8.18 
Castile and Leon 6 4.5% -0.82 65 10.6% 28.82 
Castile-La Mancha 7 5.3% 4.18 26 4.2% -10.18 
Catalonia 7 5.3% 3.18 13 2.1% -23.18 
Extremadura 5 3.8% -2.82 41 6.7% 4.82 
Galicia 15 11.3% 7.18 78 12.7% 41.82 
Madrid 7 5.3% -1.82 64 10.4% 27.82 
Murcia 8 6.0% -3.82 26 4.2% -10.18 
Navarre 12 9.0% -0.82 13 2.1% -23.18 
Rioja 4 3.0% -2.82 19 3.1% -17.18 
Valencia 11 8.3% 0.18 15 2.4% -21.18 
Total general 133 100.0% 

 
615 100.0% 

 

Source: Compiled in-house from Eye@RIS3 data; Desv. Mean: deviation from the Spanish 
average 

Table 5 
N and % of priorities in the economic domain of education, by autonomous region 

  General (N) % Education (N) % 
Andalusia 39 6.7% 0 0.00% 
Aragon 43 7.4% 1 0.17% 
Asturias 21 3.6% 0 0.00% 
Balearic Islands 50 8.6% 3 0.52% 
Basque Country 25 4.3% 0 0.00% 
Canary Islands 36 6.2% 0 0.00% 
Cantabria 24 4.1% 0 0.00% 
Castile and Leon 35 6.0% 0 0.00% 
Castile-La Mancha 36 6.2% 0 0.00% 
Catalonia 26 4.5% 0 0.00% 
Extremadura 14 2.4% 0 0.00% 
Galicia 80 13.8% 0 0.00% 
Madrid 26 4.5% 0 0.00% 
Murcia 38 6.5% 1 0.17% 
Navarre 48 8.3% 2 0.34% 
Rioja 14 2.4% 0 0.00% 
Valencia 26 4.5% 1 0.17% 
Total  581 100.0% 8 1.38% 

Source: Compiled in-house from Eye@RIS3 data 
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Table 6 
N and % of priorities in the scientific domain of education, by autonomous region 

Autonomous regios Scientific domains 
  General (N) % Education (N) % 
Andalusia 117 10% 0 0.00% 
Aragon 54 4.6% 0 0.00% 
Asturias 37 3.2% 0 0.00% 
Balearic Islands 30 2.6% 1 0.09% 
Basque Country 92 7,9% 0 0.00% 
Canary Islands 49 4.2% 0 0.00% 
Cantabria 31 2.7% 0 0.00% 
Castile and Leon 74 6,3% 0 0.00% 
Castile-La Mancha 32 2.7% 0 0.00% 
Catalonia 113 9.7% 0 0.00% 
Extremadura 32 2.7% 0 0.00% 
Galicia 107 9.2% 0 0.00% 
Madrid 52 4.5% 0 0.00% 
Murcia 50 4.3% 1 0.09% 
Navarre 136 11.7% 7 0.60% 
Rioja 15 1.3% 0 0.00% 
Valencia 146 12.5% 0 0.00% 
Total  1’167 100% 9 0.77% 

Source: Compiled in-house from Eye@RIS3 data 
 
Finally, concerning the final objectives, only one type of target that is related to VET has 

been found, whose is called ‘Social innovation with regard to education, skills & training’, and 
is within the section of Social Innovation. When it is measured in the different Autonomous 
regions’ RIS3 Strategy Plans, it is found solely a single result (N=1) out of the total (N=615), 
so it could be said that their presence is null. 

 Discussion 
The overall findings are highly consistent and show that VET's presence and role in defining 
RIS3 is practically non-existent in most of Spain’s autonomous communities. This marginal 
position of the VET system as a subject of RIS3 is consistent with its marginal position as an 
object. As a subject of RIS3, VET is considered a systemic actor with the capacity to operate 
in a variety of ways within its scope. In Spain, the VET system is made up of the Initial VET 
subsystem (aimed more at young people) and the Continuing VET subsystem (aimed more at 
employed and unemployed adults). The most well-established role for VET as subject is that 
of educating and training, providing the labour market with a supply of qualified and/or skilled 
graduates both today and throughout their working lives. However, in the last two decades 
several experiences have shown that VET plays an additional role, contributing to applied in-
novation through its capacity to transfer technology to companies in its environment (especially 
micro-enterprises and SMEs), as well as through its capacity to facilitate test programmes, pilot 
schemes and deployment projects. In this latter sense, the Basque Country and its VET Applied 
Research Centre, stand out particularly. 
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As a subject of RIS3, the actors that make up the VET system (authorities, centres, lecturers, 
students, partner companies, applied innovation centres, etc.)1 are conspicuous by their ab-
sence. The practical non-existence of VET system actors on the various decision-making and 
consultative bodies is common to most of the country’s autonomous regions. Moreover, in 
those regions in which these actors do participate it is normally only on a consultative basis 
and even then, only in the most pioneering cases, such as the Basque Country and Navarre. 
Very few autonomous regions recognise VET’s role as a supplier of competences (particularly 
digital ones) and, even then, they usually only do so implicitly. In most cases, VET is relegated 
to the position of attribute of the employment or socioeconomic system. 

Apart from the exceptions mentioned above, VET is not considered a subject of RIS3. This 
absence shows that in the innovation system’s collective imagination, as well as in its institu-
tional and operational deployment, the VET system is considered far removed from innovation. 
However, a change of direction is starting to emerge in several autonomous regions, which are 
starting to view VET as part of the innovation system, considering its main role to be that of 
training supplier (associated mainly with STEM and industrial courses), as well as assigning it 
the secondary role of transferring applied innovation to local firms. 

VET as an object of RIS3 is understood in terms of those elements of the innovation system 
that are economic or scientific in nature. From the economic perspective, VET is seen as part 
of the education sector, as is reflected in the European classification of economic activities 
(classified as P. 85). This economic activity spans the various levels of the general education 
system,2 as well as other training. However, RIS3 groups all this economic activity together, 
which makes it impossible to separate VET from the rest. In addition to classifying VET as an 
object (or economic domain), RIS3 includes VET as a scientific domain, in other words as an 
area of scientific research. In this case, VET, which is grouped at the post-secondary non-ter-
tiary education level, can be distinguished from the rest of the education domain. While VET 
is given a higher profile in the scientific domain, the classification provided is far from adopting 
a systemic view of VET, as not only does it exclude Continuous VET, but it also adopts a 
debatable view of research in education (Moso-Diez, 2019). 

VET’s marginal role as both an economic and scientific object of the RIS3 strategic priori-
ties is made clear since it represents a negligible proportion of both the overall number of pri-
orities and those corresponding to education. The case is similar when the final objectives of 
RIS3 are analysed. The limited research into VET, in terms of strategic priorities and final 
objectives, is focused on vocational skills and, in particular, digital skills. This is striking be-
cause while there is a generic acceptance of the need to upgrade competences, qualifications 
and learning capacity, the VET system in both its educational and vocational dimensions con-
tinues to be ignored. 

Finally, we should say that the quantitative findings are meaningful and show that the atti-
tude to governance and conceptualisation of innovation is reflected in the strategic priorities 
and final objectives articulated by the RIS3 programmes drawn up by Spain’s autonomous 
regions, which do not include the VET system. 

 
1  When the agenda-setting process began in 2012, Spain only had one applied innovation 

centre — the Basque VET Applied Research Centre (Tknkia https://tknika.eus/en/). This 
pioneering approach was found only in the Basque Country. 

2  Education as economic activity is broken down into the following categories: pre-primary 
education, primary education, secondary education, higher education, other education and 
educational support activities. Secondary education includes general secondary education 
and technical and vocational secondary education. Finally, higher education includes post-
secondary non-tertiary education and tertiary education. 
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From a methodological perspective, it will be interesting to validate these priorities and ob-
jectives with those final RIS3 documents not included on the official platform, and then to 
verify them with the respective interim RIS3 assessments conducted by the country’s autono-
mous regions, which have not been analysed in this paper as they fall outside its scope. 

 Conclusions 
From the perspective of RIS3 policies, the competent authorities should reflect on the role of 
the VET system within regional innovation systems since that is the direction that Spain’s most 
pioneering regions are taking. This would mean that in future RIS3 agenda-setting processes 
(e.g. for RIS3 2018–2021), governance would include VET as an active subject of regional 
innovation. It would also be beneficial to include VET as an object of RIS3, conceptualising it 
as part of autonomous regions’ innovation potential when analysing both the local context and 
the SWOT. All this should lead to an increase in the number of strategic priorities and final 
objectives that include VET as either a subject or object of RIS3. From the research perspective, 
there needs to be more research linking the VET system (initial and continuing) to innovation, 
supporting that relationship with data and evidence. As regards RIS3, it is usual to study indi-
vidual cases rather than comparing them, and these studies tend to be more descriptive than 
explanatory, indicating a need to advance further in this direction. It is also important to estab-
lish new theoretical approaches to these studies. In addition, it would be beneficial to have 
access to up-to-date official data so as both to analyse them in greater depth and to compare 
them, and to do so not only by country but also by sector and research area. In conclusion, it is 
important to outstand that further research is required in this emerging field. 
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Abstract 
In Germany, current scientific debates on the relationship between the vocational and the higher 
education systems discuss the end of a clear distinction between both systems. On the one hand, 
this is reflected by an increasing permeability between vocational and academic qualification 
pathways (Wolter & Kerst, 2015). On the other hand, researchers conclude growing areas of 
overlap between vocational and higher education (e. g. Severing & Teichler, 2013) as well as 
an increase of hybrid models combining vocational and academic characteristics (e.g. Euler, 
2017). Against this background, this paper seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis of the 
recruitment and training strategies of companies in relation to selected educational models. In 
doing so, the following qualification strategies used by companies in four different industries 
are compared: dual study programs, special ‘fast track’ vocational training programs combining 
initial and further vocational training certificates and trainee programs for externally recruited 
university graduates. The results allow for a substantiated evaluation of the use of certain re-
cruitment strategies by companies and a differentiated view of the relevant context factors. 

Keywords 
vocational and academic qualification paths; recruitment strategies; training models; hybridi-
zation 

1 Introduction 
The relationship between vocational and higher education is no longer as clear and distin-
guished as it has traditionally been. This development is reflected in structural tendencies like 
an increasing permeability between vocational and academic qualification pathways (Wolter & 
Kerst, 2015) as well as a growing overlap between vocational and higher education and training 
(e. g. Severing & Teichler, 2013). Furthermore, an increase of hybrid qualification models com-
bining vocational and academic elements is characteristic for the increasingly blurred lines be-
tween the vocational and the higher education systems (e.g. Euler, 2017). This development 
seems to be strongly related to companies’ intent to attract the best talent. 
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Focussing on the recruitment of vocational specialists and mid-level managers at the German 
Qualification Framework Level 6 (Bachelor degree or VET equivalent), this paper investigates 
the following recruitment and training models and its underlying strategies: 

 
1. Dual study programs (hybrid strategy) 
2. Fast track further VET training programs, so called “Abiturientenprogramme” (voca-

tional strategy) 
3. Trainee programs for externally recruited Bachelor University graduates (academic strat-

egy). 
 
These three models are hypothesized to have a specific target group focus. Furthermore, this 

paper aims to analyse the contextual factors of these three models to gain insights regarding the 
company specific recruitment strategies and their determinants. In doing so, the following re-
search aims are addressed: 
 
• Analysing the incidence and relevance of hybrid qualification paths in respect to voca-

tional and academic recruitment, as well as qualification strategies comparing four dif-
ferent industries: retail and trade, logistics, tourism as well as banking and finance. 

• Explaining the relationship between and the functions of vocational, academic and hybrid 
recruitment and training models. 

• Analysing prospective recruitment strategies and intentions, as well as discussing possi-
ble consequences of the analysed strategies in terms of transitions towards a hybridization 
of vocational and academic educational pathways. 

2 Selected recruitment and training models for higher vocational and middle manage-
ment positions 

All three analysed models are described in the following, regarding their main structural and 
intentional characteristics and their general relevance in the German educational system and 
labour market. 

 Hybrid Strategy: Dual Study Programs1 
Evidence for a growing extent of hybrid fields of education can be seen by increasing numbers 
and providers of dual study programs (Hofmann & König, 2017), which connect university and 
in-company training. Dual study programs combine organisational and curricular elements of 
the vocational and higher education systems, linking the learning venues of the company with 
a university. In addition, they link central rules, standards and mission statements of VET and 
higher education. This applies, for example, to curricula, teaching staff and/or financing. They 
are thus hybrid forms of organisation and at the same time represent a new form of institutional 
permeability between VET and higher education (Graf, 2015). 

Research in the field of dual study programs emphasizes the main functions of such programs 
such as recruitment, socialization, security, integration, as well as diversity (Krone, 2019). Re-
garding recruitment and security functions, prior research in selected commerce industries 
shows that companies seek to attract and retain high preforming school graduates. Another mo-
tive for the establishment of dual study programs is to combine company specific practical 
learning with theoretical training requirements (Mottweiler et al., 2018). For school leavers 
with university entrance qualifications, dual study programs offer demanding, fast, practically 
oriented and paid academic training with very good chances of being taken on in a training 
company (Graf, 2015). 

 
1  A dual study program is defined as a course of study at a university or university of cooperative education 

with integrated vocational training or practical phases in a company (https://www.bibb.de/de/702.php). 
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Vocational strategy: Fast track vocational training programs (“Abiturientenprogramme”) 
A model of combining initial vocational training and further VET training, which is par-

ticularly discussed in the research findings of Elsholz et al. for the retail sector, are so-called 
"Abiturientenprogramme" (programs for school-leavers with university entrance qualification) 
(Elsholz et al., 2017). In these programs, initial vocational training is closely linked to further 
VET training. In most cases, these programs are organised in companies in such a way that the 
participants complete a dual vocational training program, e.g. as a retail salesperson, in the first 
18 months and immediately afterwards attend advanced training, then as a retail specialist, in a 
further 18 months. Upon completion of this qualification path, graduates have a qualification 
in a recognised training occupation as well as a qualification in state-regulated continuing vo-
cational training (Neu, 2018). 

This combined training is aimed primarily at the target group of school-leavers with Abitur 
and high-performing school leavers. In this way, companies aim to offer young adults attractive 
career opportunities from the start of their training and increase the attractiveness of vocational 
training. 

 Academic Strategy: Trainee-programs for externally recruited Bachelor Grad-
uates 

In addition to the two qualification paths presented so far, which are directly aimed at school 
leavers, companies also make use of trainee programs. These programs provide university grad-
uates with a targeted introduction to professional practice. Within the framework of these pro-
grams, the trainees pass through various company departments and/or locations and in this way 
are systematically integrated into the company. In doing so, they are supposed to become ac-
quainted with different areas of the company through a systematic job rotation. Usually, the 
trainee programs have a limited duration and last between 6 and 24 months. In practice, there 
are two main objectives of trainee programs - the general development of junior management 
staff and the targeted familiarization with and preparation for a previously defined area of the 
company (so-called specialist trainee programs), whereby the trainee is deployed in various 
areas directly related to the defined position. The aim is to assure a broad knowledge of the 
future position and the areas associated with it, as well as to provide trainees the opportunity to 
build up their company networks (Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Technologie, 2012). 

Drawing on these three recruitment and training strategies for vocational specialists and mid-
dle management positions, this paper comprehensively analyses the role of companies in terms 
of hybrid educational models. This includes the comparison of hybridization strategies with 
special ‘fast track’ vocational training programs (“Abiturientenprogramme”, c.f. Elsholz et al., 
2017; Neu et al., 2017) and trainee programs for externally recruited Bachelor graduates. 

3 Theoretical background 
In the current “academisation” debate, the question arises whether the increasing availability 
of dual study programs is a reaction of companies to the increasing tendency of high-school 
graduates to go to university. In this context, emphasis is laid on the demand-oriented trigger 
for a paradigm shift towards a stronger preference for dual study programs. Elsholz et al. 
(2017) argue that an important motive for the expansion of dual study programs is the increas-
ing demand for such training paths by school leavers. On the other hand, school leavers are 
confronted with a growing supply of dual study programs. Within the scientific discourse it is 
discussed whether the trend towards "academisation" meets the increasing demand for higher 
qualifications, or whether a central motivation of young people to take up academic studies is 
to gain reputation and access to jobs with higher prestige, more influence and a higher income 
(Bosch, 2019). However, previous research also suggests an effect of industry- and organisa-
tion-related conditions. Accordingly, these aspects will be considered in the following anal-
yses. 
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In order to focus on the role of companies’ recruitment choices in terms of an overall trend 
towards a hybridisation, the underlying theoretical framework is linked to a structuration-theo-
retical perspective of analysis. The aim is to combine the different explanatory approaches 
"strategy follows structure" vs. "structure follows strategy" as well as the complex relationships 
between strategy and structuring in corporate recruiting decisions. In this respect, we argue that 
companies do not develop their strategies in isolation from organisational and institutional 
framework conditions, but rather refer to them in their actions. On the other hand, it also can be 
assumed that decisions of strategic management have a structuring effect on organizational and 
institutional settings. 

This contribution refers to Anthony Giddens’ Theory of Structuration (Giddens, 1984) - in 
order to explain the duality of the structural framing of the German (vocational) education sys-
tem for companies’ decisions and vice versa the structuring impact of companies’ human re-
source management actions for the German educational system. Drawing on Giddens’ Theory 
of Structuration the work of Ortmann et al. (2000) provides further considerations for manage-
ment decisions. The recursive constitutional relationship between action and structure is trans-
ferred to the strategic actions of managers. In this structuring process, strategic management 
decisions move within a certain decision-making corridor, such as technology policy or organ-
isational culture, which limit the decision-making autonomy (Ortmann et al., 2000). 

In order to capture strategic decisions of companies for vocational, hybrid or academic re-
cruitment and training programs the following analysis considers differences in company over-
all recruitment and training policies, e.g. general preferences towards internal or external per-
sonnel recruitment as well as organizational and industry specific characteristics. Possible con-
sequences of these decisions on the micro-level of the German vocational education system are 
discussed hereafter. 

4 Methods 
The presented research draws on a quantitative (CATI) Enterprise Survey with HR Managers 
or managing directors of companies conducted in 2018. Within the four selected industries, the 
sample group considered were nationwide enterprises with at least five employees, which have 
a middle management level or employ high skilled workers. The central topics of the survey 
contain standardised questions on the training and further training models of the companies, 
educational qualifications as well as recruitment and deployment strategies of vocational spe-
cialists and mid-managers, competence requirements and measures for competence develop-
ment as well as future personnel strategies. The survey achieved a response rate of 40.8% with 
802 completed interviews. 

In order to analyse the occurrence of hybrid qualification paths in companies, we ran multi-
variate logit models on the odds of using dual study programs, fast track vocational education 
programs as well as trainee programs for externally recruited Bachelor graduates. Independent 
variables of these statistic models comprise organizational characteristics (company size, in-
dustry) as well as company specific strategies in terms of recruitment and training (internal or 
external recruitment strategies, qualification requirements for middle management positions, 
prospective personal politics). 
Additionally, semi structured qualitative interviews conducted with HR Managers in the re-
spective industries were analysed focusing on the aspects vocational and academic recruitment 
as well as qualification strategies. 

5 Results 

5.1 Incidence and relevance of alternative training and recruitment models 
The following section provides an overview of the use of the three described training and re-
cruitment models, which qualify for middle management positions or high skilled professions 
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on the German Qualification Frame Work Level 6, describing a vocational, academic and hy-
brid pathway: fast track vocational programs, dual study programs as well as Bachelor trainee 
programs in a cross-sectoral comparison. 

The overall results show a more widespread use of dual study programs compared to fast 
track vocational programs and Bachelor trainee programs. The results of the sector comparison 
illustrate a higher use of dual study programs by companies in tourism (43%) and the banking 
and finance sector (59%) - compared to companies in retail & trade and logistics (33%) (cf. 
Table 1). The use of fast track vocational training programs is more pronounced in retail & 
trade and in the banking and finance sector than in tourism and logistics: Fast track vocational 
programs are used by 23% of the retail and trade companies surveyed and 25% of the financial 
services companies. In tourism, the share is 14% and in logistics 12%. Only few companies 
offer special trainee programs to qualify external university graduates for tasks in specialist and 
middle management positions. Trainee programs are more often used by companies in the bank-
ing and finance sector (13%) compared to companies in the other three sectors (cf. Table 1). 

Table 1 
Use of dual study programs, fast track vocational education programs and trainee programs 
for externally recruited Bachelor graduates by industry 

  Dual Study 
Program 

Fast track voca-
tional education 
programs 

Trainee Program 
for externally 
recruited Bachelor 
Graduates 

Industry  N % N % N % 
Retail & Trade No 144 67.3 120 77.4 192 89.7 

Yes 70 32.7 35 22.6 22 10.3 
Total 214 100.0 155 100.0 214 100.0 

Logistic No 134 67.0 120 88.2 185 92.5 
Yes 66 33.0 16 11.8 15 7.5 
Total 200 100.0 136 100.0 200 100.0 

Tourism No 108 57.4 124 86.1 170 90.4 
Yes 80 42.6 20 13.9 18 9.6 
Total 188 100.0 144 100.0 188 100.0 

Banking & Finance No 83 41.5 126 75.4 174 87.0 
Yes 117 58.5 41 24.6 26 13.0 
Total 200 100.0 167 100.0 200 100.0 

Source. TyBi Enterprise survey 2018, own calculation, unweighted data. 

5.2 Motives for the use of respective recruitment and training strategies2 

Vocational strategy: fast track vocational programs “Abiturientenprogramme” 
Important motives for the introduction of fast track vocational programs become clear in the 
case of a surveyed company in the logistics department of a wholesale firm. Here a fast track 
vocational program was initiated in order to be able to recruit for team leader positions. With 
the purpose of enhancing the training quality and to be able to recruit the best applicants, a 
program had been set up for candidates with Abitur, in which the (fully financed) logistics mas-
ter craftsman/-woman follows two years of training, including a guarantee of employment. The 
company sites that had introduced the program had a sufficient number of applicants. 

 
2  Due to the lack of survey data on the motive of establishing trainee-programs, this comparison only covers 

the vocational as well as the hybrid strategy. 
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In addition, the quantitative survey results emphasize the motive of long-term retention of 
high-performing school leavers in the company as a central motive (40 percent of respondents 
across all industries) for establishing such programs. Confirming the qualitative results, the 
motive of increasing the companies’ attractiveness (34%) and a faster qualification of personnel 
for senior specialist and middle management positions (26%) are also of significant relevance 
(cf. Table 2). 

Table 2 
Main reason for offering fast track vocational programs 

 

Industry 

Total 
Retail & 

Trade Logistics Tourism Financial 
Services 

 Increasing the attractiveness of 
the company for school leavers 
with university entrance qualifi-
cation 

N 10 3 11 13 37 
%  29.4 21.4 55.0 31.7 33.9 

Long-term retention of high-per-
forming school leavers 

N 15 7 4 18 44 
%  44.1 50.0 20.0 43.9 40.4 

Faster qualification of personnel 
for vocational specialist - or mid-
dle management positions 

 N 9 4 5 10 28 
%  26.5 28.6 25.0 24.4 25.7 

Total N 34 14 20 41 109 
%  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source. TyBi Enterprise survey 2018, own calculation, unweighted data 
 

As expected, the sector comparison shows differences, but they are not statistically signif-
icant due to the small number of cases. The argument of employee retention through the targeted 
promotion of regulated further training was also addressed in one of the qualitatively surveyed 
tourism enterprises. Here, a lack of attractiveness of current regulated further training in tourism 
was mentioned, which, according to this company, would speak against the implementation of 
such a program (c.f. Mottweiler et al., 2018). 

Hybrid strategy: dual study programs 
Asked about the motives for establishing dual study programs, similarities occur with the mo-
tives of establishing fast track vocational programs. 36% of the companies across all sectors 
see the early retention of high-performing school leavers in the company as the most important 
reason. This argument is particularly important for companies in the logistics, banking and fi-
nance as well as the retail and trade sectors. The respondents also state the relevance of the best 
possible combination of theoretical and practical requirements. In addition, 19% of the compa-
nies emphasize the importance of increasing the attractiveness for applicants by offering dual 
study programs. By contrast, only 14% of the companies across all sectors believe that training 
through dual study programs provides a better match for the company's skill requirements (see 
Table 3). 
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Table 3 
Most important reason for offering dual study programs 

 Industry Total 
Retail & 

Trade Logistics Tourism Financial 
Services 

 Best possible combination of the-
oretical and practical occupa-
tional requirements 

N 24 22 26 29 101 
%  35.8 33.3 32.5 24.8 30.6 

A better fit of learning content to 
the competence needs of the 
company 

N 10 8 14 14 46 
%  14.9 12.1 17.5 12.0 13.9 

The early retention of high-per-
forming school leavers to the 
company 

N 24 27 21 47 119 
%  35.8 40.9 26.3 40.2 36.1 

Making the company more at-
tractive to applicants in general 

N 9 9 19 27 64 
%  13.4 13.6 23.8 23.1 19.4 

Total N 67 66 80 117 330 
%  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source. TyBi Enterprise survey 2018, own calculation, unweighted data 

5.3 Future relevance of vocational, hybrid and academic strategies 
The analysis of recruitment strategies also addresses the future relevance of different recruiting 
or qualification paths for Human Resource measures and concepts, which are closely related to 
educational decisions and educational pathways of employees on middle management posi-
tions. In this respect, the companies were asked whether initial and further VET, the external 
recruitment of Bachelor graduates and the expansion of dual study programs are expected to 
become increasingly important for companies in the future. 

Overall, the results illustrate that initial and further vocational education and training will 
continue to be important in attracting skilled workers to middle-level specialist and manage-
ment positions. However, with growing size of the company, the relevance of dual study pro-
grams also increases. Recruiting academics on the external labour market will become more 
important for less than 20% of the companies surveyed. No significant differences in future 
personnel policy could be identified in a cross-sectoral comparison (c.f. Mottweiler, 2018). 

5.4 Determinants of recruitment and training decisions: hybrid, vocational and aca-
demic strategies 

Measures 
Three logistic regression models were used to analyse the probability of companies using the 
selected recruitment and training programs in the context of overall recruitment and training 
strategies as well as organisational and sectoral characteristics. Dependent variables are the use 
(reference category: not use) of 1) dual study programs, 2) fast track vocational programs and 
3) Bachelor trainee programs. The independent variables capture the use of alternative recruit-
ment and training programs, qualification requirements for middle management positions, per-
sonnel recruitment methods (internal or external recruitment), future recruitment and training 
strategies, as well as company size and industry sectors. 
Results 

Table 4 shows the effects of the independent variables on the odds of using vocational, 
hybrid or academic training programs – taking the combined use of different training models 
into account. The results indicate a close connection between vocational and hybrid training 
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programs: Companies using dual study programs are more likely to also use fast track vocations 
training programs. In contrast, there is no significant correlation between the probability of 
using academic and hybrid or vocational training programs. 

Qualification requirements for middle management positions only show a significant effect 
in predicting the incidence of Bachelor trainee-programs: Companies that require completed 
vocational training to fill in middle management positions are less likely to offer trainee pro-
grams for Bachelor graduates. In line with this finding, there is a statistically significant nega-
tive correlation between the recruitment method and the probability of using trainee programs: 
As expected, companies that primarily rely on internal personnel recruitment strategies have a 
lower probability of using bachelor trainee programs. 

Furthermore, there is a correlation between current and the expected future strategies of 
specific recruitment and training programs. Companies that report an increasing relevance of 
dual study programs for their future personnel policy have a 4 ½ times higher probability of 
also currently using dual study programs. There is a directionally negative (not significant) 
relationship between a perceived future gain in relevance of dual education and training and the 
use of both dual study programs and trainee programs. This result is interpreted in the sense 
that companies that follow traditional paths of vocational education and training are less likely 
to use hybrid or academic recruitment and training models (see Table 4). 

As expected, organisational and sectoral characteristics such as Company size and Industry 
matter. With growing size, companies are more likely to use dual study programs or offer Bach-
elor Trainee programs. Referring to our qualitative research results, these findings can be ex-
plained by a higher financial and human resource effort for such programs, which can be han-
dled easier by bigger companies. Industry-specific differences are especially relevant regarding 
the odds of using dual study programs as well as fast track vocational programs. Compared to 
the logistic sector, companies in tourism as well as in the banking and finance sector are more 
than twice as likely to use dual study programs. The specific relevance of fast track vocational 
programs in retail and trade as well as in the banking and finance industry is confirmed by the 
multivariate analysis (see Table 4). 

Regarding the explanatory power of the three models, there are differences. The second 
model (fast track vocational program) has a rather low pseudo R2 of 0.09. Model 1 is character-
ized by a significantly better explanatory content (0.27) and model 3 achieves a value of 0.21, 
which is within the acceptable range for both models (see Table 4). 

6 Conclusion and discussion 
Regarding the overall question of increasing hybridisation between vocational and academic 
qualification paths, the results indicate an increasing relevance of dual study programs for the 
qualification of vocational professionals and candidates for middle management positions. In 
this respect, companies seek to attract and retain high school graduates with academic career 
preferences and at the same time try to secure practical experience and skills as well as company 
specific knowledge. 

On the other hand, strategic decisions for offering hybrid qualification are especially re-
lated to company size and industry. With growing size, companies are more likely to use hybrid 
qualification paths. Large companies especially use a variety of vocational as well as academic 
recruitment and training models in order to secure skill demands for different qualification lev-
els and working areas. Hybrid strategies in the form of dual study programs are more likely to 
be used by tourism and banking/ finance companies whereas vocational strategies (vocational 
fast track programs) are associated especially with retail and trade and banking/finance compa-
nies. 
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Table 4 
Incidence of selected recruitment and training programs: results of binary logistic regression 
models 

Dependent Variable(s): 
Use of specific program (1= yes 
0=no)  

Dual Study pro-
grams 

Fast track voca-
tional program 

Bachelor Trainee- 
program 

 
OR (Std. Err.) OR (Std. Err.) OR (Std. Err.) 

Recruitment & training program 
Dual study program - 2.617*** (.738) 1.699 (.605) 
Fast track further VET training pro-
gram (“Abiturientenprogramm”) 2.775*** (.796) - 1.360 (.431) 
Bachelor-Traineeprogram 1.426 (.521) 1.399 (.430) - 
Qualification requirement for middle management position (Ref.: no qualification require-
ments) 
Completed vocational training 0.647 (.187) 1.177 (.393) 0.175** (.102) 
Further vocational training 0.695 (.183) 0.968 (.283) 1.057 (.351) 
Academic qualification 0.642 (.270) 0.975 (.427) 0.827 (.419) 

Future recruitment and training strategies  
Increasing relevance initial & 
higher VET 0.709 (.149) 1.008 (.231) 0.790 (.226) 
Increasing relevance dual study 
programs 4.574*** (.973) 1.401 (.335) 1.879* (.562) 
Increasing relevance external re-
cruitment of Bachelor Graduates 0.873 (.241) 1.150 (.320) 1.018 (.347) 
Recruitment Methods (Ref.: internal & external recruitment) 
Internal recruitment 0.625 (.180) 0.751 (.253) 0.242** (.143) 
External recruitment 0.706 (.250) 0.643 (.310) 0.297 (.255) 
Comany size (ln) 1.864*** (.169) 1.095 (.097) 1.526*** (.165) 
Industry (Ref.: Logistic)    
Retail & trade 0.839 (.254) 2.582** (.905) 1.128 (.482) 
Tourism 2.364** (.744) 1.262 (.493) 1.736 (.795) 
Banking & finance 2.419** (.748) 2.099** (.748) 1.191 (.507) 
Constant 0.032*** (.018) 0.039 (.025) 0.011*** (.008) 
    
Number of Observations 579  579  579  
LR chi² 212.34***   51.70***  90.24***  
Pseudo R² .265  .092  .208  
Note. *Statistically significant at the .05 level; ** at the .01 level; *** at the .001 level, OR = 
Odds Ratio. Source: TyBi Enterprise survey 2018, own calculation, unweighted data 

 
 

The results also show a close connection between vocational and academic strategies, with 
a significant probability of firms using both, dual study programs and fast track vocational 
programs. The qualitative analysis results suggest that both strategies are used in a complemen-
tary sense in order to recruit different target groups. The results also show that initial and further 
VET without specialized programs still plays a significant role in the majority of the surveyed 
companies within the selected industries. 

Regarding the question of whether the recruitment and training strategies of companies 
contribute to an increasing hybridisation of the German vocational training system, the results 
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can be interpreted in a theoretical context as recursive constitutional developments – which at 
the same time force but also restrain hybrid developments. This is currently mainly due to the 
contextual dependency on industry and company size. Changing infrastructural hurdles for 
companies to establishing dual study programs may enable smaller companies to participate in 
such programs in future. On the other hand, the vocational strategy of offering fast track voca-
tional programs may be a strategic alternative for smaller companies in order to secure qualified 
candidates. Currently, such programs are not very widespread. 
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Abstract 
Further education and training provision is crucial to develop a sustainable, self-determined 
career, but also to continuously build knowledge and skills that allow an active and a sustainable 
participation at work. We have a closer look at the planning and engagement in informal, or 
formal further education and training after having finished initial VET. We focus on contextual 
factors which might have an influence of becoming engaged in further education. First, we ask 
for the effect of the value an individual assigns to further education and the availability of in-
formation on planning and becoming engaged in further education. Such values play a crucial 
role in career decisions and was shown in motivational theories of educational choices as well 
as the availability of information leading to informed career decisions. Second, we ask for pre-
dictors of the value and the information available by looking at individual and work-related 
factors. Specifically, we test the hypothesis that an individual's protean career orientation, learn-
ing opportunities and the embeddedness in the work-group are correlated with the value and 
the available information. We can show differential effects of these factors on planning and 
engagement in further education. Our data stemmed from two waves of a multi-cohort longitu-
dinal questionnaire-based survey on educational decisions and educational pathways (BEN), 
running from 2012 to 2016 in the German part of Switzerland. We discuss the results consider-
ing the consistent gendered educational and professional pathways by showing that individual 
and workplace factors have gender-specific effects on the value of further education, the infor-
mation available and consequently or the planning and engagement in further education. It is 
crucial to have a closer look at different processes and pathways to further education that seem 
to replicate structures in which men strive for further education in sake of advancing their career 
and women stick to the work team if it is supportive postpone the planning of further education.   

Keywords 
career planning, engagement, gender, decision process 

 Careers in VET 
Further and continuing education serves many goals. It lays the grounds for a satisfying indi-
vidual career (Price & Reichert, 2017); in many countries, policy interventions aim at enabling 
continuing learning pathways (Hooley, 2014); societal or technological changes ask for 
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continuous engagement in learning in the workplace (Noe et al., 2014). Despite the high im-
portance of further education, many young people do no longer invest in their educational career 
once they have acquired their job-entry diploma and once they have become employed. Gener-
ally, people leaving the "learning pathway" (Biemans et al., 2018) are at a higher risk to invest 
in the long term less in their continuing education and eventually to cease further education 
activities.  

After having completed initial vocational education and training, most young people start 
working either in their training company or another company. In the foreground is the work in 
the company, after a long period of training. They take the decision to take up further education 
against this background. After having finished initial vocational education and training, it is 
expected and legitimate first to focus on the job. But in the long-term, the job-entrants should 
start investing in their further education. The question is what motivates young people at work 
to get back on a learning pathway and become engaged in further education (Nägele & Stalder, 
2019). 

In this paper, we focus on an individual's motivation for attending further formal education 
on the tertiary level or in continuous education after having completed initial vocational educa-
tion and training on the upper secondary level. Following motivational models of educational 
choices, the value given to further education is an essential driver in developing the attitude to 
plan and attend further education (Wigfield et al., 2017). Values can be seen as an external 
factor in terms of the social cognitive career theory (Lent & Brown, 2020). Values allow people 
to take a decision to follow a specific goal which is in conflict to another goal (Hofer et al., 
2007). This is an important process if it comes to a decision on whether to remain working and 
earning money versus becoming engaged in an further education which reduces in the short 
term the income or hampers resources for the family or other individual activities. The 
knowledge about further educational options helps to structure and differentiate the planning 
and also to foresee the consequences of decisions, and information can help to overcome deci-
sion biases (Greenhaus & Powell, 2012). A lack of information can hinder an individual to enter 
a career choice process or to take a decision (Kulcsár et al., 2020). We hypothesise that the 
interplay of the value of further education and the availability of information will increase the 
likelihood of planning further education and at a later point in time also of becoming engaged 
in further education. 

Additionally, we ask what factors might influence the value and availability of information. 
Several factors are discussed that might point the path to further education, such as sociodem-
ographic, psychological, or organisational aspects (Kyndt & Baert, 2013). In our study, first, 
we highlight the role of individual and job-related factors in predicting the value of further 
education and in adding to the availability of information. More specifically, we have a look at 
the protean career orientation of an individual (Hall, 2004). An individual with a protean career 
orientation is self-directed and compared to an individual that relies on the organisation to ad-
vance one's career (Hall et al., 2018). These people take their career decisions make their deci-
sions independently. Second, we are looking at the work design. A work situation in which a 
person can use and develop knowledge and skills will more likely stimulate the wish to develop 
competences and to invest further education and training as work becomes more meaningful 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1975). A good job-design is a resource that can stimulate personal 
growth and development (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). More specifically, we look at the vital 
role of learning opportunities at work. Thirdly, we will have a look at the role of the team in 
advancing an individual's educational career. Work teams are an essential resource for individ-
uals, also if it comes to the development of competences within the team. Organisations rely on 
teamwork (Salas, 2005). Team cohesion and development opportunities within the team can 
also hinder the planning of further external education. 

We hypothesise that a protean career orientation and learning opportunities at work will have 
a positive impact on the values and the availability of information. The effect a team can have 
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can either be positive or negative, as it is not completely clear whether a supportive team fosters 
or hinders the planning of further education. Hence, we formulate this hypothesis without de-
termining the direction of the effect. 

In Switzerland, vocational and educational pathways often differ between women and men. 
Vocational and professional pathways are still heavily gendered (SKBF, 2018). This fact is 
mirrored in the data of the Federal Statistical Office (https://www.bfs.ad-
min.ch/bfs/de/home.html). We expect that the protean career orientation, the learning opportu-
nities and social support by the team have a gender-specific effect on the value of further edu-
cation and the availability of information. The conceptual model is given in Figure . 

Figure 1 
Conceptual model planning and engagement in further education 

 
 

 Methods 
Our data stemmed from two waves of a multi-cohort longitudinal questionnaire-based survey 
on educational decisions and educational pathways (BEN), running from 2012 to 2016 in the 
German part of Switzerland (Neuenschwander et al., 2018). The participants were either re-
cruited in 2012 at vocational schools (cohort one) , by sending out letters to employers, asking 
them to name collaborators to participate in the study or by directly sending out letters to po-
tential participants (cohort two). The selected sample for the analysis in this paper consisted of 
individuals who took part in 2014 (wave 1) and 2016 (wave 2). We selected those 634 people 
from the sample who were in 2014 working and not engaged in education and training; the age 
limit was set to 35 years. 

Wave 1: Planning. Participants were asked about their plans to attend further education with 
a single item with the answer options 1 "no plans", 2 "vague plans" to 3 "specific plans" (Neu-
enschwander et al., 2018), mean = 1.63; standard deviation = .74, N = 641, min = 1, max = 2, 
and median = 1.00. Availability of information. Participants were asked on how good they were 
informed about their options to attend further education. Four items asked how informed the 
participants were on offers in further education (Neuenschwander et al., 2018), for example 'I 
have a good overview of offers in further education and training'. The response scale ranged 
from 1 ‘not at all’ to 6 ‘completely’, Cronbach’s alpha = .84, mean = 3.96; standard deviation 
= .96, N = 643, min = 1, max = 6, and median = 4.00. Value of further education. The value 
given to further formal education was measured according to Wigfield et al. (2017) with three 
items. 'I consider further education and training for me as... a) useful, b) important, c) attractive'. 
The response scale ranged from 1 'not at all true' to 6 'completely true', Cronbach's alpha = .84, 
mean = 4.89, standard deviation = .91, N = 643, min = 1, max = 6, and median = 5.00. Protean 
career orientation was measured with three items (Briscoe et al., 2006). Cronbach's alpha = 
.77, mean = 4.26, standard deviation = .58, N = 643, min = 1, max = 5, and median = 4.33. 
Learning opportunities at work was assessed with three items (Prümper et al., 1995), for exam-
ple, 'I can learn a lot of new things at work' based on the skill variety at work. The response 
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scale ranged from 1 ‘not at all’ to 5 ‘completely’, Cronbach’s alpha = .75, mean = 3.87; standard 
deviation = .80, N = 634, min = 1, max = 5, and median = 4.00. Social support was assessed 
with three items (Prümper et al., 1995), for example, 'I can count on my colleagues when it gets 
difficult at work'. The response scale ranged from 1 ‘not at all’ to 5 ‘completely’, Cronbach's 
alpha = .77, mean = 4.06, standard deviation = .78, N = 641, min = 1, max = 5, and median = 
4.00. 

Wave 2: Engagement in further education. Some of the participants had no plans or were 
still planning their further education, whereas others were attending or had even completed 
further education since 2014. To define the outcome variable that reflects the engagement in 
further education, a compound variable was built, based on the following information. First, 
people were asked in a multiple response item whether they were employed or in further edu-
cation. Second, in a single item participants were asked about their plans to attend further edu-
cation with the answer options 1 "no plans", 2 "vague plans" to 3 "specific plans" (Neu-
enschwander et al., 2018). Third, participants were asked to list all further education that they 
attended during the last years. The resulting variable has three levels 1 “no engagement”, 2 
“little engagement”, 3 “full engagement”, mean = 1.91; standard deviation = .88, N = 643, min 
= 1, max = 3, and median = 2. 

 Results 
Analysis with manifest variables were run, separately for women and men, see Figure 2, using 
JASP (JASP, 2020). 

For men, the effect of planning on engagement was significant, .36, p. < .01. There were 
significant effects of the value of further education, .28, p. < .01, and the availability of infor-
mation, .20, p. < .01 on planning. There was no direct effect of the availability of information, 
10, p. = .09 and no direct effect of the values, .04, p. = .51 on engagement. For women, we find 
a significant effect of planning on engagement, .28, p < .01. There are significant effects of the 
value of further education, .28, p. < .01, and the availability of information, .16, p. < .01 on 
planning. There is no direct effect from information on engagement, .02, p. = .63, but a direct 
effect of value, .16, p. < .01. This results replicate previous findings showing that the value of 
further education and the available information lead to planning which later results in engage-
ment in further education. The results show also that the value of further education is more 
critical for the motivation to follow further education for women than for men. For men, it is 
the planning that counts. It seems that men can implement their plans to pursue further educa-
tion more consistently than women. Based on the data available, we can only guess about pos-
sible reasons. Men engage in further education because they have planned it, women, because 
they have planned it and because it is of a high value. The crucial differences in the two models 
become evident by looking at protean career, learning opportunities and social support as pre-
dictors of value of further education and information available. We found different results for 
men and women. For men, the availability information was only predicted by protean career, 
.32, p. < .01 and value only by protean career, .16, p. = .04. Neither learning opportunities nor 
social support predicted value availability of information. In men, protean carer orientation is 
positively related to planning and engagement, based on more information and higher values 
attributed to further education. For men, we find no effect of workplace factors nor of the social 
support in the team. The picture is different for women. Information was predicted by learning 
opportunities, .20, p. < .01and negatively by social support, -.17, p. < .01; value is predicted by 
protean career, .15, p < .01 and negatively by social support, -.10, p. = .04. In women protean 
career orientation is a good predictor of the value of further education, positive learning oppor-
tunities are positively related to the availability of information, and positive social support hin-
ders information seeking, as it is negatively related to it. 

We see two very distinct patterns for men and women on how information and value relate 
to protean career orientation, learning opportunities and social support at work. Men seem to 
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plan their career based on their mindset that they need to design their career and that it is their 
responsibility. Learning opportunities additionally drive women at work. If they work in a sup-
portive work environment, they seem to become less interested in information about further 
education, and they value further education lower. 

Figure 2 
Path models for women and men – engagement in further education 
female 

 
male 

 

 Discussion 
We can show that individual factors, the job-design and work-related social factors play a 

role in planning and becoming engaged in further education. The process goes through stimu-
lating information seeking and through the value given to further education.  

The results presented are based on data from young working people after having finished 
initial vocational education and training. We are, in a way puzzled by the results, as it seems to 
confirm many stereotypes that come to mind. Are young men in Switzerland driven to become 
engaged in further education based on their career thinking and women by the value they assign 
to further education? It would be interesting to have a closer look at the underlying processes. 
Based on the data available, we can only take notice that there are differences and that women 
relay besides on the values more on workplace factors in designing their further educational 
pathway, which leads to the question on employers' options to promote women's educational 
careers more strongly than for men. 

Implication for theory. The process in becoming engaged in further education is different for 
women and men and social support, which is generally seen as positive at the workplace, can 
hurt the availability of information on further education. As values help people to handle con-
flicting goals their role in the decision process of women and man needs to get closer attention 
{Hofer et al., 2007, #70076}. It might well be that women rely more on social support and that 
they are satisfied with the situation. Therefore, the value of further education becomes more 
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important as it must compete against e.g., family values. Men become motivated to follow fur-
ther education if it fits their thinking of designing their professional career. Women become 
engaged if they assign value to further education. Women and men seem to pursue different 
objectives when planning further education. 

Implications for practice. The result shows that we need to promote learning pathways and 
educational careers of women and men differently. Based on our findings, a woman's path to 
further can be promoted supporting their planning and additionally help them to highlight that 
further education is of high value. Men, on the other hand, can be triggered by a prospect that 
they can follow their career. 

Limitations. In this paper, first results are presented. This paper presents preliminary results, 
based on manifest constructs. It is planned to refine the analyses running the model with latent 
variables. 

Conclusion. If we want to foster career of women and men having completed initial voca-
tional education and training, we need to take into account that different factors trigger the 
planning of and engagement in further education. Whereas men seem to rely on information 
and a strong protean career orientation, women rely also on their workgroup and learning op-
portunities at the workplace. One size of measures does not fit all!  
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Abstract 
Research that has focused on the analysis of the student success and dropout trajectories is 
scarce but agrees on the importance of career guidance.  In this paper we propose: a) To analyze 
the situation of Vocational Education and Training (VET) students in relation to their success, 
drop-out and mobility trajectories between training cycles and b) To understand the vision that 
guidance agents have in relation to the contribution that vocational guidance can give to the 
improvement of VET student learning. The results have been obtained through a mixed sequen-
tial research design. The results indicate the need to develop vocational guidance actions that 
serve to improve academic results and prevent high dropout rates in VET. 
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 Introduction 
The figures from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and 
the Ministry of Education and VET (MEFP, 2018) show that the graduation rate in VET in 
Spain is lower (25%) than those from the OECD (36%) and the European Union (EU) (41%). 
This figure contrasts with the graduation rate of the general education, where the Spanish aver-
age (56%) is higher than the OECD (53%) and the EU (49%) one. 

 
1  This paper is part of a project promoted by the Department of Education and Sport of the Andalusian Gov-

ernment and by the Bankia Foundation for Dual Training (Fundación Bankia por la Formación Dual). For 
more details: Romero-Rodriguez, S. et al (2020). La Orientación Profesional Andaluza: Diagnóstico, retos 
y propuestas. Fundación Bankia por la Formación Dual. 
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There is still little research on the analysis of success and early school leaving (ESL) path-
ways of VET students. However, a certain consensus is observed in them in the consideration 
that a factor, which reinforces academic perseverance, is the disorientation of the students and 
the lack of guidance and support services (Mas, Olmos & Salvá, 2017). On the other hand, a 
review of the literature on this issue points towards the need to personalize VET processes, by 
addressing the issue that affects each student in a holistic manner (personal, academic, social) 
and adapting training to these needs (Cerdá et al., 2017). Overall, research that intends to ana-
lyze the global situation of VET highlights the need to increment and improve the presence of 
guidance in this educational level (Sanz, 2010; Sanz & Manzanares, 2018; Renés & Castro, 
2013; Álvarez-Rojo et al., 2015). The Instituto de la  Empresa Familiar (IEF, Family Enter-
prise Institute) (2018) analyses the Spanish figures of college dropout (18%), the percentage of 
students who would not pursue the same VET degree (30%) or overqualification (50-64%) to 
justify the need to enhance career guidance, in the context of VET. 

Eurydice/Cedefop (2014) advise that, although VET, as compared to general education, 
provides higher rates of ESL, this fact should not be blamed on the quality of VET, but to the 
degree of selection of the educative systems that tends to direct those students with a higher 
risk of ESL to it. According to the students’ profile, different prevention, intervention and com-
pensation initiatives have been developed at European level in order to fight against ESL in 
VET (Cedefop, 2014, 2016). In the Spanish context, the I Plan Estratégico de Formación Profe-
sional (I Strategic Plan for Vocational Education and Training, Ministry of Education and VET-
MEFP, 2019) points out that countries that count with a strong VET system have low ESL 
(Early School Leaving) rates. Having an accessible quality guidance system fosters the devel-
opment of career management competences. These competencies make the necessary elements 
for an adequate choice-making available, which decreases significantly the failure of personal 
projects, school absenteeism, social imbalance and inequities. The ELPGN (European Lifelong 
Guidance Policy Network) (2015) poses that the development of career management compe-
tencies contributes to the participation in learning and the commitment to it, as well as the 
progress in learning and work. Furthermore, it promotes the development of career adaptability, 
allowing people to set goals and find strategies to achieve them. On the bases of these premises, 
we pose in this work: 

 
1. To analyse the situation of VET students in relation to their success and early school leav-

ing from VET cycles. 
2. To understand the approach of guidance counsellors (teachers, counsellors, companies) 

in relation to the contribution that career guidance can make to the improvement of the 
learning of VET students from the perspective of lifelong learning. Similarly, to inquire 
about the career guidance measures which should be taken, according to their perspective. 

 Methodology 
The present work draws the preliminary findings of the appraisal carried out about the situation 
of VET in Andalusia (Spain). The results were obtained by means of a sequential 
mixed method research design (Creswell & Plano Clark 2017), in which qualitative and quan-
titative information has been taken into account. 

The qualitative information collected comprises documents and data of different kind and 
content, obtained from several sources (official organisms, databases, publications, reports, 
websites, etc.). 

The sources of documentation used for the analysis of the state of career guidance in VET 
have been classified as follows, according to the following distribution: 1. Regulation, circular 
letters, recommendations; 2. Normative documents (laws, ordinances, and regulations); 3. 
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Technical reports; 4. Actions and proceedings undertaken in Spain, 5. Guidance intervention 
plans and programs; 6. Websites and information documents. 

The contributions have been analyzed through the SWOT technique. These contributions 
were analyzed through category systems. On the other hand, statistical analysis has been car-
ried out with data extracted from institutional databases (Ministry of Education and VET): reg-
istration fees, academic performance, qualification and mobility of VET students. Descriptive 
and inferential analysis have been made, considering variables such as sex, geographical zone, 
the level of VET and professional families. The results have helped to analyze the success and 
ESL pathways of VET students. 

  Results 
In the Autonomous Community of Andalusia, it is possible to study the three levels of Initial 
Vocational Training: Basic VET Programmes, ISCED 353 (hereinafter, B-VET), Intermediate 
VET Programmes, ISCED 354 (hereinafter, I-VET) and Higher VET Programmes, ISCED 554 
(hereinafter, H-VET). The majority of the Vocational Training courses offered are carried out 
by the H-VET students (68.4%) in all of the provinces of Andalusia. The situation of Vocational 
Training in Andalusia is described below. 

 The situation of vocational training students in Andalusia 

3.1.1. Basic VET 
The number of students enrolled in the 1st year of Basic VET in Andalusia between the 2014-
15 and 2017-18 school years is 31,486, with an annual average with small fluctuations of around 
7,900 students. At this level, most of the students enrolled are male (23,458), and they represent 
75% of the total. 53.32% of enrolled students pass to 2nd grade one year after enrollment, while 
45.5% do not pass that year. In terms of school performance, the percentage of female students 
who are promoted to 2nd grade one year after enrollment is higher (55.16%) than that of male 
students (52.69%). School results are completed with a small number of students who finish 
their studies without a degree at this level, some of whom obtain degrees in education such as 
Adult Secondary Education, or who request a transfer of their academic transcript. 

37.97% of students enrolled in the 1st year of Basic VET obtain the qualification at this level 
after passing all the professional modules of the first and second year of the training cycle, one 
year after starting their studies.  More than a year after beginning their studies, an average of 
9% obtain a VET degree, in the same or another training cycle. Finally, an average of 54% of 
the students do not have a VET degree. Of these, slightly more than a thousand students finally 
obtain a degree in Continuing Learning. 

The number of students enrolled in the 1st Specific Basic VET in Andalusia between 2014-
15 and 2017-18 school years is 647, with an annual average with small fluctuations of 162 
students. At this level, the majority of those enrolled are male students (395), representing 61% 
of the total. 51.62% of those enrolled pass to 2nd grade one year after enrolling, while 48.22% 
do not pass that year. In terms of school performance, the percentage of female students who 
are promoted to 2nd grade one year after enrolment is higher (54.37%) than that of male stu-
dents (49.87%). School results are completed with a small number of students who finish their 
studies without a degree at this level, some of whom obtain degrees in education such as Adult 
Secondary Education. 

3.1.2. Intermediate VET 
The students enrolled in I-VET in Andalusia between 2011-12 and 2017-18 school years is 
64,877, with an annual average of 9,268 students. The results show a significant decrease in the 
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number of students enrolled from 2014-2015 school year, which can be attributed to the imple-
mentation of the Organic Law of Education (Ley Orgánica de Educación, LOE 2016) and the 
consequent partial disappearance of Organic Law for Organization of the Educational System 
(Ley Orgánica de Ordenación General del Sistema Educativo, LOGSE, 1990) degrees. These 
two laws are different, for instance, the number of training hours, and the curriculum. 

At this level, the majority of those enrolled are female students (41,639), and they represent 
61% of the total. The 51.62% of the students pass to 2nd year one year after enrolling, while 
48.22% do not pass that year. In terms of school performance, the percentage of female students 
who are promoted to 2nd grade one year after enrolment is higher (54.37%) than that of male 
students (49.87%). School results are completed with a small number of students who finish 
their studies without a degree at this level, some of whom obtain degrees in courses such as 
Adult Secondary Education, students who exceed 50% of the hours of the first year but who do 
not promote to 2nd year, and those who obtain degrees at another level. 

The 57.36% of students enrolled in 1st year of I-VET (LOGSE degrees) obtain the degree at 
this level after passing all the professional modules of the first and second year of the training 
cycle, one year after starting their studies.  However, there are significant differences in favor 
of female students enrolled at this level, the 61.79% obtaining their degree one year later, com-
pared to 49.41% of male students. More than one year after beginning their studies, an average 
of 16.48% obtain a Vocational Training degree, in the same or another training cycle. Finally, 
an average of 25.21% of the students do not have a degree in Vocational Training. Of these, 
around 700 students finally obtain a degree in Continuing Education. 

The number of students enrolled in 1st I-VET (LOGSE degrees) in Continuing Education 
between 2011-12 and 2017-18 school years amounts to 1936, with an annual average of 277 
students (Table 30). At this level, the majority of those enrolled are female students (1,451), 
representing 75% of the total. The 73.09% of the enrolled students pass to 2nd year one year 
after enrolment, while 26.86% do not pass that year. In terms of school performance, the per-
centage of female students who are promoted to 2nd grade one year after enrolment is higher 
(74.16%) than that of male students (69.90%). 

64.05% of the students enrolled in the 1st I-VET (LOGSE degrees) in Continuing Education 
obtain the degree at this level after passing all the professional modules of the first and second 
year of the training cycle, one year after starting their studies.  However, there are significant 
differences in favour of female students enrolled in this level, 66.02% obtaining their degree 
one year later, as compared with 58.14% of male students. More than one year after beginning 
their studies, an average of 11.77% obtain a VET degree, in the same or another training cycle. 
Finally, an average of 21.90% of the students do not have a degree in VET. Of these, a few 
students finally obtain a degree in Continuing Education. 

The number of students enrolled in 1st I-VET (LOE degrees) in Andalusia between 2011-12 
and 2017-18 school years is 190,103, with an annual average of 27,158 students. At this level, 
the majority of those enrolled are male (122,526), representing 64% of the total. 48.84% of the 
enrolled students pass to 2nd grade one year after enrolling, 14.69% exceed 50% of the hours 
of 1st grade but do not manage to promote to 2nd grade, while 36.48 % do not pass that year. 
In terms of school performance, the percentage of students who promote to 2nd year one year 
after enrolment is higher (56.03%) than that of students (44.87%). 

38.26% of the students enrolled in 1st year of I-VET (LOE) obtain the degree at this level 
after passing all the professional modules of the first and second year of the training cycle, one 
year after starting their studies.  However, there are significant differences in favour of female 
students enrolled at this level, 43.82% of them obtaining their degree one year later, compared 
to 32.09% of male students. More than one year after beginning their studies, an average of 
23.95% obtain a VET degree, in the same or another training cycle. Finally, an average of 
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40.41% of the students do not have a degree in VET. Of this student body, almost 2,300 students 
finally obtain a degree in Continuing Education. 

3.1.3. Higher VET 
The number of students in 1st of H-VET (former LOGSE degrees) in Andalusia between 2011-
12 and 2017-18 school years amounts to 61,394, with an annual average of 8,771 students. 
Table # shows a significant decrease in the number of students enrolled from 2013-2014 school 
year, attributable to the implementation of the LOE, with the consequent disappearance of some 
degrees, although some of them are still maintained. 

At this level, the majority of those enrolled are female students (32,367), representing 53 per 
cent of the total. The 77.80% of those enrolled pass to 2nd year one year after enrolling, while 
22.13% do not pass that year. In terms of academic performance, the percentage of female 
students who are promoted to 2nd grade one year after enrolment is higher (79.02%) than that 
of male students (76.45%). School results are completed with a small number of students who 
finish their studies without a degree at this level, some of whom obtain a degree in Continuing 
Education, students who exceed 50% of the hours of the first year but do not pass to 2nd year, 
and those who obtain a degree at another level or are pending homologation, validation, or 
transfer of their file. 

 Career guidance as a contribution to improve the learning of VET students in a 
lifelong learning perspective 

The information collected comprises documents of different nature and content, obtained from 
various sources (official bodies, databases, publications, reports, etc.). Of the total number of 
documents consulted, 42.9% have been published in the last four years (2016-2019), indicating 
a prolific documentary bibliography during this period on the subject under consideration and 
close to the percentage published between 2006-2015 (50.5%). 

With regard to the area of origin of the documents referring to professional orientation and 
vocational training, 80.7% came from the educational area, followed by the labour area with 
11.8%. Documents in which the subject appears framed from a more integral educational-labour 
perspective, only represents 7.3% of the total documents analysed. 

The content of the documentary sources has been analysed through an inductively developed 
category system. In order to respond to the second objective of the study and after carrying out 
the qualitative analysis of the selected documentation according to this category system, the 
following key questions are extracted. 

 
A. A career guidance approach that enhances the learning of vocational training students 

should be approached in a life-long process and with a gender perspective	
 
Guidance is seen as a factor in the quality and effectiveness of vocational training both prior to 
entry and on exit (OECD, 2004). From this approach (OECD, 2003; Sultana, 2004) it is con-
sidered that vocational guidance should start at an early age and continue until active ageing. 

The relationship between guidance and vocational training should be seen as an essential 
factor in achieving excellent, inclusive and quality training, according to the parameters re-
cently proposed by the European Commission's Advisory Committee on Vocational Training 
(2018b) with the 2030 horizon. 

Vocational guidance acquires special relevance as an element of accompaniment for people 
on the routes they can take within education and training systems that must be characterized by 
the permeability and recognition of previous learning that has been able to be developed in both 
formal and non-formal or informal contexts. This is why the expert groups set up under the 
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auspices of the European Commission (VET4EU2, 2015, 2018) call for a close relationship 
between Vocational Education and Training (VET) and effective guidance services. 

Likewise, the guidance process must be cantered on the person as the main actor in the con-
struction of his/her project, which promotes the individual's self-confidence, and which ob-
serves the gender variable.  To this end, it is necessary to design tools that address self-
knowledge and personal identity, the exploration of one's own interests, knowledge of the edu-
cational system and the approach to the world of professions, decision-making and the choice 
of studies and professions from a gender equality perspective. 

 
B. Career guidance models being developed at European level for the development of 

career management skills are increasingly becoming systemic and comprehensive 
 
The European Commission's Advisory Committee on Vocational Training indicates the need to 
incorporate the development of career management skills in vocational training (European 
Commission, 2018b). They propose that VET should enhance the development of transversal 
competences and empower people to lead a self-determined professional life, to cope with mul-
tiple life transitions and to be able to exercise active citizenship. The development of these 
competencies should be integrated into the curriculum (Cedefop in the Sultana report, 2004). 
The recent communiqué of the International Centre for Career Development and Public Policy 
(ICCDPP, 2019) proposes 12 recommendations to generate policies for citizenship´s career de-
velopment. Among them, it proposes the inclusion of career management competencies in the 
educational curriculum from childhood and throughout education and training, both in formal 
and non-formal settings. 

 
C. Vocational guidance from a preventive approach to reduce premature abandonment 

and return in VET 
 
Given the recognition of guidance in European countries as a powerful tool in the fight against 
early school leaving, it should be noted that a large part of the measures approved focus on 
strengthening vocational guidance systems from a preventive approach to the problem.  Some 
of these measures are (Eurydice and Cedefop, 2014; Cedefop, 2015, 2017): 
 
• Expanding and strengthening the guidance system from the early stages of schooling. 
• Preparation of teachers in the field of AET. 
• Development of new guidance approaches to facilitate transitions. 
• Intersectoral cooperation between the guidance services of different administrations. 
 
Early and comprehensive vocational guidance becomes a guarantee measure to help young 

people choose vocational training as a positive option as (Cedefop, 2016): 
 
• It avoids common prejudices in the choice of training offer and about those routes that 

offer better professional opportunities. 
• It helps to know the different options and specialties of vocational training as one more 

training route.	
• It helps young people to know and understand their learning needs and professional pref-

erences according to their characteristics and strengths. 
• It provides adequate information about the vocational training program in which they are 

enrolled or about the occupation they want to perform and for which they have to be 
trained. 
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• It provides help and advice on various issues such as choice of specialization, transition 
to the workplace or networking within the occupational group. 

 
In this context, educational and vocational guidance takes on special relevance when ad-

dressing disadvantaged young people mainly for two reasons: it restores confidence and pro-
vides the necessary motivation to stay in vocational training studies; it generates a positive 
image of education and capitalizes on the individual skills and experiences of students by show-
ing them their growth potential. 

 
D. Developing integrated career guidance systems in collaboration with guidance agents 

from different fields 
 

The various reports and recommendations that have been developed by European bodies have 
justified the need to develop integrated vocational guidance systems by referring to the benefits 
that they could bring and have referred to them as a prerequisite for providing quality guidance 
which is inclusive and connected to lifelong learning. Some of these contributions are (Cedefop, 
2006 2010, 2013, 2016; European Commission, 2015, 2018b; European Council, 2019; Sul-
tana, 2004): 

 
• To favour the construction of flexible and permeable training itineraries 
• Adaptation to the needs of citizens throughout their lives 
• Facilitating the validation of non-formal and informal learning 
• Improving skills in line with labour market demand 
• To encourage the diversification of training itineraries and non-traditional options for 

study and work 
• To overcome gender barriers 
• To prevent early school leaving 
• Improving the accessibility of counselling services 
• Develop comprehensive - not one-off and fragmented - guidance plans 
• To give continuity in the permanent process of acquiring key competences 
 
One of the main challenges in the development of integrated systems is in the collaboration 

and coordination between the different guidance actors. Cedefop (2008, 2010a) concludes that 
there are still shortcomings, overlaps, gaps and inconsistencies that make it difficult to develop 
a strategy that allows all citizens to access quality guidance services throughout their lives. 

 Conclusions 
In summary, results indicate that there is a high percentage of students who do not graduate at 
the expected time. Academic performance indicators show important opportunities for im-
provement, there being differences in terms of sex, geographical area, VET levels and profes-
sional families. There is mobility between professional families. All this points out the students´ 
need for career guidance. To meet this need, experts and reports propose designing career guid-
ance plans for the prevention of ESL and achievement improvement; addressing the gender gap 
in the access, qualification and promotion in VET;  establishing mechanisms for the detection 
and promotion of talent; favouring the development of personalized training itineraries; design-
ing a curricular proposal for the development of career management competencies in general 
education and adult education; integrating the development of career management competen-
cies in the VET curriculum; boosting career guidance actions in the previous levels and during 
the VET; designing integrated career guidance systems in which educational administrations, 
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employment, companies and social agents participate, that support and cover the rest of pro-
posed actions. 
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Abstract 
In the year 2008, European Union authorities published the European Qualification Framework 
(EQF) for lifelong learning (cp. EU 2008) to increase transparency of qualifications, mobility 
of workers and image of VET and requested the member states to develop National Qualifica-
tion Frameworks (NQFs), to level the national respective regional qualifications of all sectors 
and to refer the NQFs to the EQF. Since then no or only very small advantages induced by 
NQFs were published. One of the main reasons is the inherent broadness respective openness 
of the descriptors of the levels. A promising approach to overcome this dilemma are Sector 
Qualification Frameworks (SQF); ICSAS project developed, implemented and evaluated a SQF 
for the sector of industrial shoe production. Findings can be summarised as follows: SQFs are 
a step towards transparency and recognition of qualifications – but no silver bullet. 

Keywords 
sector qualification frameworks; transparency, spheres of activity; levels of autonomy 

 Context 
In the years 2008 and 2009, the European parliament and the council published a row of rec-
ommendations to improve Vocational Education and Training (VET) in the member states, 
among others the recommendation «on the establishment of the European Qualifications 
Framework for lifelong learning» (cp. EU 2008 and EU 2017). The European Qualification 
framework consists of 8 levels, starting with level 1 for (almost) unskilled workers and ending 
with level 8 for PhD holders. Table 2 mirrors the levelling of qualifications from most European 
Union member countries, minor deviations (+/- 1 level for some countries are possible). 

To achieve transparency and comparability of qualifications and to increase mobility of 
workers and the image of VET, National Qualification Frameworks (NQFs) in the European 
countries were established, national qualifications were levelled and NQFs have been con-
nected to the European Qualification Framework (EQF). Most of the NQF are very similar to 
the EQF and refer to the same or comparable descriptors for the levels. Table 3 quotes the 
descriptors of the EQF for level 4. 
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Table 2 
Levels of EQF and chosen qualifications  

EQF level Chosen qualifications 
1 Not relevant 
2 VET-propaedeutic measures 
3 Short VET qualifications, leading to semi-skilled work 
4 VET-qualifications for skilled workers, general university entrance diploma 
5 Technicians (some countries), Short Cycle Higher Education (SCHE) like foun-

dation degree in UK 
6 Technicians (some countries), Bachelor (Higher Education, HE) 
7 Few Continuous VET (CVET) qualifications, Master (HE) 
8 PhD 

Table 3 
EQF-descriptors for level 4 (source: EU 2008)- The learning outcomes relevant to Level 4 

Level 4 learning outcomes relevant on Level 4 
Knowledge factual and theoretical knowledge in broad contexts within a field of work or 

study 
Skills a range of cognitive and practical skills required to generate solutions to spe-

cific problems in a field of work or study 
Competence exercise self-management within the guidelines of work or study contexts 

that are usually predictable, but are subject to change supervise the routine 
work of others, taking some responsibility for the evaluation and improve-
ment of work or study activities 

 
In the last years already many papers were published, arguing that general Qualification 

Frameworks, might they claim national or transnational relevance, are «somehow nothing but 
a paradigmatic case of travelling educational reforms» (Bohlinger, 2019). A main reason for 
this failure of sector-independent Qualification Frameworks (QF) can be seen in the fact that 
all non-sector related QF refer to broad and open descriptors like «A range of cognitive and 
practical skills required to generate solutions to specific problems in a field of work or study» 
(EQF, level 4, skills, EU 2008). Focussing on one sector, only, offers the option to specify the 
mentioned «field of work or study» and to characterise the «range of cognitive and practical 
skills». 

The transnational Erasmus+ research and development project ICSAS (Integrating Compa-
nies in a Sustainable Apprenticeship System, for details see ICSAS 2020a) worked on these 
two aspects; aiming at developing a Sector Qualification Framework (SQF) for the sector of 
industrial shoe production. Additionally, it levelled all Initial Vocational Education and Train-
ing (IVET) qualifications on level 2-4 from the participating countries Germany, Spain, Portu-
gal and Romania and evaluated the SQF. 

 Research questions and methodological approaches 
This part of ICSAS project concerns the following research questions: 

 
• How to specify the «field of work or study»?  

Project partners performed a row of interviews with experts from the sector, formulated 
drafted spheres of activity to describe the field of work, confirmed the answers via Learning 
Station Analyses (LSA, a modified work-process analysis, for details see ICSAS 2018) and 
validated the findings in expert-workshops. 
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• How to characterise the «range of cognitive and practical skills»?  
Activities started with desk research; analysing how colleagues who have developed a SQF 
for other sectors have answered this question. Drafted answer of ICSAS project team was 
confirmed via workshops with IVET-practitioners (trainers, VET-teachers). 

• Which spheres of activity are tackled (partly) by the IVET qualifications of the four coun-
tries?  
In Spain, Germany, Romania and Portugal VET-researchers mapped the identified spheres 
of activity with the respective national curricula. The drafted mappings were validated in 
workshops with IVET-practitioners (trainers, VET-teachers), again. 

• How could a Sector Qualification Framework (SQF) for Industrial Shoe Production could 
look alike?  
Project partners developed different versions of visualising the SQF and interviewed prac-
titioners on comprehensibility and usability. 

• Is a SQF of benefit for the recognition of qualifications awarded in other countries?  
Confirmed (from pedagogical and technological perspective) SQF was discussed with col-
leagues from human resources departments, being responsible of hiring new staff for indus-
trial shoe production and other experts. 

 Findings 
Each vocation can be described by a couple of spheres of activity – prior research in various 
sectors and countries revealed that the number of “spheres of activities” varies between 5 and 
16, depending on the concrete vocation and normative decisions of the researchers and other 
stakeholders involved; neither number nor differentiation between spheres are od‐given. 
Spheres of activity describe the respective skilled labour based on purposeful and meaningful 
work contexts. Spheres cover a complete vocation and are typical for a particular sector. 

Skilled work in shoe manufacturing can be described by 9 spheres of activity, out of which 
5 spheres (cutting, pre‐stitching and stitching, lasting, assembly, finishing) were estimated as 
core elements of the vocation, whereas the other 4 (design, technical development, production 
planning, quality assurance) were estimated as peripheral spheres. 

Table 4 
Findings on question 1; spheres of activity:  

Core  cutting pre‐stitching 
and stitching 

lasting assembly finishing 

Peripheral design  technical de-
velopment 

production 
planning 

quality assur-
ance 

 

 
Comprehensive descriptions of the spheres can be consulted via ICSAS (2019a), in the fol-

lowing box the description of the sphere “cutting” is documented: 

Box 1 
Holistic description of the sphere “cutting” 

The task of the cutting department staff is to cut the shoe parts from upper, lining, interlining 
and reinforcement materials (leather, synthetic leather, natural or synthetic textiles) in the re-
quired geometries. 
The following cutting techniques are used: 
 
* Hand cutting with knife and pattern stencils: Mainly used for sample and small series pro-
duction. 
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* Clicking machines and cutting dies (swing arm cutting presses for cutting upper and lining 
leather, travelling head and beam cutting presses for natural and synthetic textile materials): 
typically used for serial production. 
* Dieless cutting on automated CAM cutting tables (oscillating blade / punching / roughing 
tool, water jet or laser): mainly used for prototyping and small series production, but also for 
serial production. The cutting geometries are provided by the CAD system. 
Material, colour, number of pairs and special requirements can be found in the accompanying 
specifications that come with each work batch. 
Prior to cutting, the leather hides and skins must be checked in terms of differences in thick-
ness and colour, quality zones and eventual defects. Crucial in leather cutting – whether man-
ual, machine cutting or computer-aided – is the compliance with the cutting rules (quality 
rule, pairing rule, stretch direction) because they influence the quality of the final product. 
Skill and experience in creating a cutting layout on a hide or skin are also imperative to mini-
mise waste, because the upper leather represents by far the largest single cost item in shoe 
production. 
Further operations in the cutting room are splitting of the cut parts (to reduce them to the re-
quired even thickness) and stamping of the parts (article number etc.). The quality control of 
the cuts is carried out directly in the department. 

 
In each of the participating four countries the national qualifications of the sector have been 

analysed with respect to the coverage of the spheres; detailed national reports can be consulted 
via ICSAS (2019b). This part of the paper refers to the findings in Germany only – findings 
from other countries follow the same structure. First step was to sketch an overview of the 
national qualifications, as documented in Table 5. 

Table 5 
German qualifications of the sector 

Name of qualifica-
tion (DE) 

Name of 
qualifica-
tion (EN) 

DQR 
level 

EQF 
level 

Length Permeability Amount of 
learners 

Einstiegsqualifizie-
rung 
„Herstellung von 
Schuhen“* 
(IHK 2019) 

Entry train-
ing “pro-
duction of 
shoes” * 

2 2 9 
months 

Might be (in fact: 
this option almost 
never occurs) rec-
ognised when start-
ing an apprentice-
ship as an “indus-
trial shoemaker” via 
a reduction of 
length by 6 months 

Not pub-
lished 

Fachkraft Lederver-
arbeitung 
(BIBB 2011) 

Assistant 
for leather 
processing 

3 3 2 years Fully recognised as 
the first 2 years 
when starting an ap-
prenticeship as an 
“Industrial shoe-
maker” 

6 new con-
tracts in 
2017 (ac-
cording to 
BIBB) 

Industrieller 
Schuhfertiger 
(BIBB 2017) 

Industrial 
shoemaker 

4 4 3 years - 36 new con-
tracts in 
2017 (ac-
cording to 
BIBB) 
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Note. *: No qualification with relevance for labour market 
 

Main features of entry training “production of shoes”: 
• Very short curriculum (1 page!) 
• Refers only to spheres of activity “cutting” and “stitching”. 
• “Basic cognitive and practical skills” or “largely under supervision” (from level 2) de-

scribe learning outcomes (LO) quite realistic. 
• Includes the option to shorten a qualification as an “industrial shoemaker” by 6 months. 

 
Main features of Assistant for leather processing 
• Equals the first 2 years of the curriculum of the industrial shoemaker; curricula for learn-

ing venue school even states: “Common classes for both vocations are possible.” (and 
real, due to small amounts of apprentices) 

• Fully creditable against “industrial shoemaker”; holders of “Assistant for leather works” 
need only 1 additional year of VET to become an industrial shoemaker. 

• Refers to spheres of activity “cutting”, “stitching” and “finish” (only leather, not 
soles/shoes). 

• “a broad spectrum of cognitive and practical skills” or “work autonomously” (from level 
3) describe learning outcomes (LO) for these 3 core spheres quite realistic. 

• Offers additionally insights into peripheral spheres “technical development” (station: 
“Technical Pattern Making (Uppers)”, “design” (station: “upper coordination”) and pro-
duction planning. 

 
Main features of Industrial shoemaker: 
• Covers all 5 core spheres (cutting, stitching, lasting, assembly, finishing) 
• “a spectrum of cognitive and practical skills” or “set own learning and work objectives” 

(from level 4) describe learning outcomes (LO) for these 5 core spheres quite realistic. 
• Covers “production planning” and “quality assurance” in parts; only the planning of the 

production of a shoe (not a whole production line) resp. quality assurance of established 
materials and processes. 

• Offers additionally insights into the other 2 peripheral spheres. 
 
Findings on the second question, on how to differentiate the level of work of a qualification 

holder in the different spheres, pointed in a unique dimension: the level of autonomy. That 
skilled workers have the necessary knowledge and skills for successful working on a task of a 
sphere of activity was self-evident for the experts consulted, Table 5.  

Table 6 
Level of autonomy as descriptor for performance 

  autonomous performance 
  initiation 
  partly; e. g. planning of a single product (not production line) 
  not tackled 

 
The application of results from question 1 and 2 led to the coverage of the spheres of activ-

ities by the three German qualifications according to Table 6.  
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Table 7 
German qualifications of the sector and coverage of the spheres of activity 
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Level 2 Entry training ● ●        

Level 3 Leather processing ● ●   ● ● ● ● ● 
Level 4 Industrial shoemaker ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

 
As already indicated by Table 7, project partners and experts consulted agreed on this ver-

sion of visualising the SQF; Table 8 documents the level 4 of the SQF from all four countries, 
to be discussed in the final section of this paper. 

Table 8 
Qualifications on level 4 of the sector in Germany, Spain, Portugal and Romania and cover-
age of the spheres of activity 
 

Level according to EQF  spheres of activity in footwear sector 
 (Qualification) 
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DE Industrial shoemaker 

  
● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

PT Footwear pattern maker  ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 
PT Footwear Manual Production Techni-

cian ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

PT Footwear & Leather Goods Production 
Manager ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

RO Technician in textile and leather indus-
try - footwear included ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

RO Technician in footwear industry  ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 
RO Designer technician in textile and foot-

wear industry ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

ES Footwear and fashion accessories 
technician ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

Note. Comparable schemes for levels 2 and 3 can be consulted via ICSAS 2020b. 
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 Conclusions and Outlook 
Findings reported till now were a nice finger exercise, but the relevant question is number five: 
Is a SQF of benefit for the recognition of qualifications awarded in other countries? To answer 
this question, approx. 20 experts, working in human resource and/or training departments of 
shoe companies or in specialised training institutions were interviewed, partly in workshops in 
Germany, Spain, Portugal and Romania. Leading questions of the interviews were the follow-
ing: 

1. Is the SQF structured in a comprehensible and understandable way? 
2. Do you agree with the coverage of the areas of national qualifications? 
3. Do you think that this SQF brings added value for your company when recruiting staff 

abroad? 

The answers on the first two questions can be summarised very briefly: No relevant com-
plaints on the structure of the SQF nor the levelling respective coverage of national qualifica-
tions were raised. Thus, the first aim of a SQF, to increase transparency of qualifications of a 
sector, awarded in different countries has been reached. Additionally, it improves the image of 
VET in countries, where the reputation of VET is traditionally rather weak, as the following 
quote of a Romanian expert indicates: 

Having a common SQF that makes a correspondence between the qualifications 
from the four main footwear manufactures in Europe (PT, ES, DE and RO) is a 
confirmation for Romanian companies of their experience in the field. 

Regarding the 3rd interview questions, the answers were more widespread. Firstly, the basic 
assumption of this paper, that general frameworks are too broad, was confirmed, as a German 
expert stated: 

EQF and DQR are not relevant, but every professional sector should have a SQF. 

The SQF matrix as an overview of foreign qualifications was appreciated and some potential 
for recognition was seen, e. g. in Romania: 

The SQF helps workers to prove their knowledge and skills when they apply for a 
job in a different company. 

But other experts highlighted that even qualifications from different countries that are (struc-
tural) very similar could include very different concrete skills, among others, depending on the 
kind of shoes. In Spain, this diversity was seen positive: 

 [There are] relevant differences depending on the country of production, and there-
fore, the foreign professionals that come to Spain may contribute with their differ-
ent criteria, hence enriching the sector. 

Whilst a German human resources delegate was much more sceptical: 

SQF is not of much use, because even when recruiting new employees qualified in 
Germany, the companies have to look exactly where the new employees have 
learned and the colleague has to trial work. 
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Against the background that Portuguese companies have problems in recruiting skilled and 
motivated workers for the sector, the discussion in Portugal took another direction: how can the 
transnational SQF be of use for updating Portuguese qualifications? Portuguese project partners 
presented already a drafted new qualification, by filling the gaps in terms of not tackled spheres 
of an existing qualification on level 2 in order to raise it to level 4, the experts argued: 

[The drafted] new qualification would be more attractive especially to young peo-
ple. The qualification title should be thought in detail. 

Especially to increase the image of VET, Portuguese colleagues are aiming at: 

Elevat[ing] the Footwear Production Manager already existing [cp. table 7] in the 
SQF from level 4 to level 5. 

Thus, an unexpected added value of transnational SQF was disclosed: SQF have the poten-
tial to serve as a background for mirroring national qualifications and potential weaknesses of 
covering the relevant spheres of activity. But, despite this unexpected positive effect, project 
partners’ conclusions can be summarised as follows: 

Yes, a SQF level 2-4 increases the transparency and comparability of qualifications 
of a sector awarded in different countries. 
No, a SQF is not the missing link for boosting transnational mobility of skilled 
workers or substantially increasing image of VET. 

A reason for the latter might be that SQF developed in ICSAS project is restricted to levels 
2-4; strong and established CVET programmes, leading to qualifications on level 5-7, are usu-
ally seen as a very positive element of VET-systems, as they state that IVET is not a dead end. 
Therefore project partners applied for a new project, aiming at updating respective developing 
CVET in the sector; including the supplementation of the SQF to levels 5-7 and hoping that 
impact of a “complete” (in terms of covering all relevant levels) SQF will have more influence. 

From a broader perspective, experience gathered in ICSAS tends to question whether well-
meant but rather technocratic initiatives of European Union policies like the European Qualifi-
cation Framework are really improving VET. Referencing of qualifications in most countries 
was much more based on the image then on the quality of a qualification/educational strand. 
Thus, ICSAS partners would like to recommend that both, practice and governance should refer 
to apparent good practice and mutual learning and trust. 
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Abstract 
Young adults’ transitions from schooling to work have been and continue to be an area of in-
terest for researchers and policymakers alike. This study examines the role of key influencers 
in young adults’ educational decision-making by investigating who the key influencers are and 
in what ways are they influencing young adults. The data was collected through semi-structured 
qualitative interviews. The findings indicate the key influences vary according to young adult’s 
social circles. The role of institutions and institutional influencers was increased when young 
adult’s social circle did not contain the needed information about apprenticeships and appren-
ticeship opportunities. Implications for policy and future research are discussed. 

Keywords 
transitions; apprenticeships; educational choice 

 Introduction 
Young adults’ transition from schooling to work have been a notable area of policy since the 
2008 financial crisis. This topic is relevant for across Europe as nation states have been utilising 
different education and labour market policies to reduce youth unemployment, which often 
emphasise the VET pathway as is the case in Scotland (Parreira do Amaral, Kovacheva & Ram-
bla, 2019; Scottish Government, 2014). The Covid-19 situation is not making the topic any less 
salient today as the disruption it has caused in the economy is again hitting employability as 
companies struggle for survival, reducing the hiring rates (Skills Development Scotland, 2020). 
For these reasons understanding young adults’ decision-making and why they choose an ap-
prenticeship is important for policymakers as well as researchers seeking to understand the 
processes behind the decision-making. 

This study examines how young adults (16 – 25 years old) are influenced by other people – 
key influencers—as they are considering their education and training options after compulsory 
education. The data collection was conducted as part of MRes degree in 2018. The focus of the 
study is on role of influencers for young adults choosing to go to Modern Apprenticeship (MA) 
training in Scotland. This study is contributing to the academic debate about the effects of struc-
tural factors versus individual agency on young adults’ educational decision making and their 
school-to-work transitions (Furlong, 2009), and it examines the added dimension of influencers 
as agents that exert some of the structural factor effects. This study seeks to contribute to that 
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discussion by examining the variety of ways different people in young adults’ lives contribute 
to their decision-making and how different institutional influencers – such as careers advisors 
– are a part of the mix of influences that affect young adults’ educational choices. 

Influencers are defined in the study as people who interact with young adults and affect their 
decision-making in various ways. Key influencers are the people who have the greatest influ-
ence on young adults. Key influencers can be part of young adults’ social networks (for example 
family members, friends, and other relatives), or they could be individuals fulfilling an institu-
tional role as they interact with young adults (for example teachers and careers advisors). These 
two types of influencers are categorised as personal and institutional influencers respectively. 
The forms of influence include expressions of support regarding young adults’ choices, provid-
ing information for decision-making, promising and providing practical support in the applica-
tion process, and linking young people with possible opportunities for apprenticeships. The 
project concerns the following research questions: 

 
• Who are the key influencers for young adults? 
• How do the key influencers affect young adults’ decision-making? 

 Agency and structure in educational decision-making 
The academic debate in studies of school-to-work transitions and decision-making had for a 
long time been divided into two schools of thought; structuralists and individualists (Furlong. 
2009). Structuralists have argued that structural factors such as socioeconomic status, gender, 
and ethnicity are the most significant factors affecting individuals’ life courses, including edu-
cational choices (Furlong, 2009; Evans, 2002). These effects have been argued to stem from 
the restricting effects caused by the lack of resources among those in lower socioeconomic 
classes and cultural learning effects. The mechanics for the structural effects have been often 
studied utilising Bourdesian frameworks (Atkinson, 2010;2017), where the socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES) provides an environment where a young person grows up, and where they develop a 
habitus. The SES also comes with a differing amount of economic capital, and variants of social 
and cultural capital, as the social learning environments and social circles vary largely on the 
basis of SES (Atkinson, 2010; 2017). 

On the other hand, individualists such as Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) have argued that 
in post-industrial societies the effects social class have started to weaken. They have argued 
that this has resulted in a societal condition where people need to create their identities through 
individual choices, rather than it being imposed, or handed down, through structures like soci-
oeconomic class. This view emphasises the individual agency as the most significant factor 
affecting one’s life courses. This theoretical perspective emphasises the need for actively con-
structing one’s identity due to weakened societal structures (Roberts, 2009). This results in a 
condition where individual responsibility for one’s social standing and career choices is em-
phasised. 

Studies have emerged from this debate examining how structural factors affect individuals’ 
decision-making and how they might restrict or limit personal agency. The interaction between 
structural and agential factors is one of the developing areas of research in the field. One term 
for restriction of agency through structural factors is ‘bounded agency’ (Evans, 2002) and it is 
forming the theoretical framework in which this study is situated. The concept of bounded 
agency is useful for it elegantly expresses the constraining effects of SES and other structural 
factors to an individual who occupies a social environment where individual is responsible for, 
and is forced to make decisions about, their career and life trajectories. 
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 The Scottish policy context 
The Scottish education and labour policy context is one where the focus is on providing the 
needed tools for young adults’ educational decision-making. The flagship policy in this area at 
the time of data collection and writing is called Developing the Young Workforce (DYW; Scot-
tish Government, 2014). The policy is a broad policy addressing various perceived issues in 
Scottish vocational education and transitions from schooling to vocational education (Scottish 
Government, 2014). The aspects of the policy most relevant for this study were to do with 
apprenticeships and career guidance. 

The first relevant part was the creation of an apprenticeship pathway that started earlier and 
could be accessed while in school. This started off as ‘pathfinder’ project in DYW documenta-
tion and over its implementation it became a work-based learning option in Scottish Curriculum 
for Excellence called Foundation Apprenticeships (Scottish Goverment, 2018) The Foundation 
apprenticeship expanded the apprenticeship pathway from the start and it was coupled with a 
set of more advanced graduate level apprenticeship frameworks under the title of Graduate 
Apprenticeships to extend the apprenticeship pathway further into higher levels of qualifica-
tions (Scottish Government, 2014). 

The second relevant part for this study involved improvements to career services offered to 
young adults. This involved creating partnerships with employers in the areas around schools. 
One of the reasons for the creation of these partnerships was to improve visibility of local in-
dustries and different jobs in school (Scottish Government, 2014). These partnerships with local 
industry seek to broaden the amount options that are visible for young adults while they are in 
school and to expose the young adults to more career options before they have to make deci-
sions (Scottish Government, 2014; 2018). One of the aspects of the study was to see if these 
efforts to make different apprenticeships and college options more visible in school have been 
noticed by young adults themselves and if careers advisors providing the information services 
are viewed as key influencers and supporters. 

 Methodology 
This study uses qualitative case-study methodology as it is well suited for gaining insight into 
a specific phenomenon or how people belonging to a group think (Alasuutari et al., 2008). Data 
used in the study comes from Semi-structured interviews. The semi-structured interview tech-
nique was used as it is a well-established tool for understanding people’s views, thinking, and 
personal experiences about a specific topic while allowing for some flexibility to pursue unex-
pected strands in enquiry. (Howard & Berg, 2017; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The interviews 
were one-to-one and conducted either in person or via video calling software Skype. Each in-
terview lasted between 20 and 35 minutes. Interviews were transcribed by the research and 
analysed using thematic analysis. The coding was done using R Qualitative Data Analysis 
(RQDA) software package in R (Huang, 2016). The themes coded in the analysis were a com-
bination of pre-determined themes derived from the research questions and focus, as well as 
themes that emerged from the coding process and were not anticipated prior to the analysis. 

To be eligible for the study, the participants had to be between 16 and 25 years old and either 
doing a Modern Apprenticeship (MA) or having just completed one at the time of the inter-
views. The sample of the study consisted of 10 young adults (19 to 23 years old at the time of 
the interviews) who were all completing their apprenticeships in a single organisation. How-
ever, while the participants were all doing their apprenticeship in the same organisation, they 
were based in different locations across Scotland. The participants were completing two differ-
ent kinds of MAs. First of the two MAs was situated in the area of youth support and career 
development, while the second type of MA was in the area of Business and Administration. 
The MAs in the study were of at least SCQF (Scottish Credit and Qualification Framework) 



270 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

level 5, making them fall within the qualification level that the Scottish Developing the Young 
Workforce policy aimed to increase in ratio compared to lower level qualifications (Scottish 
Government, 2014). Any references made to the participants are done using pseudonyms. The 
data for the study was collected in 2018 as part of an MRes degree dissertation. 

 Results and Discussion 
The results of the study are covered in this section. The findings part describes the findings to 
the research questions as well as additional themes picked up during the analysis. The implica-
tions of the findings are discussed in the following part, focusing on what the results suggest 
for policy in Scotland and for other places with similar policy approaches. 

 Findings 

RQ1) Who are they key influencers for young adults? 
The key influencers for the participants showed a notable variance from person to person in 

the study, but the influencers could be divided into three groups. These groups of key influenc-
ers for choosing to go into a Modern Apprenticeship (MA) training were careers advisors, par-
ents and relatives, or peers. The variance in key influencers’ roles appers to stem primarily from 
the forms of influence and support contained within the young adult’s social circle, containing 
both ‘parents and relatives’ as well as the ‘peers’ groups. In some instances the young adult had 
the necessary information and support within their personal social circle, in which case the 
influencers with institutional roles played a smaller part. Of the influencers in young adult’s 
social circle parents were usually the key influencer, but sometimes they did not have the re-
sources that the young adult needed to make the decision, such as information about career 
opprtunities or knowledge about apprenticeships. In these cases other people within the social 
circle with relevant information were more prominent as influencers, or their place was taken 
by influencers with ain institutional role. 

…one of my dad’s friends. Who was actually an intern here. She said to me that I 
should consider it. (Jack) 

The influence was not always direct, as in the influencer in person providing information, 
assistance, or even just a person to talk to about educational choices. Sometimes the influence 
was indirect, taking a form of providing resources that the young adult could utilise on their 
own if they chose to do so. This distinction will be discussed in the section below, but it is 
notable that this indirect assistance was most often provided by institutional influencers, espe-
cially careers advisors. The institutional influencers were viewed to provide the basic infor-
mation about apprenticeships and some of the options, but the information from them was often 
seen as being limited and directed towards certain options. The factor dictating which options 
were emphasised for the young adult in school appers to have been grades, resulting in those 
with good grades being directed towards university and little attention being given towards 
other possibilities. In instances when other options such as apprenticeships came up in school, 
the presented selection was limited. 

In terms of when I was coming up to leaving school, I got the impression that maybe 
if you had a certain level of education that you were almost expected to go to uni-
versity. (Margaret)  
 
When I was at school they were quite erm, talked about the sort of construction 
industry, the modern apprenticeship. I think it was the beginning of like the NHS 
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having modern apprenticeships. And sort of your usual hairdresser ones and stuff 
as well. (Helen) 

For this reason, and for the fact that contact time with careers advisors in schools is limited, 
the careers guidance in schools was found to be lacking for many in the sample despite being 
named most consistently as a source for information about apprenticeships. However, some of 
the participants had gone to careers services outside schooling, usually after deciding that uni-
versity or college was not right for them, and these careers services were found to be more 
useful. 

RQ2) How do the key influencers affect young adults’ decision-making? 
The main forms of influence were identied from the interviewes and coded into four different 

categories, which were 1) information provision, 2) expressions of support and affirmation, 3) 
practical support, and 4) apprenticeship opportunity linkages. These forms of influence were 
not exerted solely by any single type of key influencer. Instead, there was variation from case 
to case and multiple influencers could provide the same form of influence, as was indicated 
earlier. However, most common source of information that influenced the young adults’ choice 
to go into MA training came from schools and careers advisors specifically. Careers advisors 
were attributed to providing the tools that the young adults used in their self-driven search for 
jobs and apprenticeships, which increased their importance as information and tool providers 
as they enabled more efficient self-driven search for information and opportunities. 

This is where—you know, after registering at the ‘my world of work’ website 
that—that I found there was other avenues and it wasn’t just—cause it was mainly 
construction—I would say that’s cool. (Steven) 

In some cases, the information about apprenticeships and different MA options came from 
their personal social networks, which included parents, peers and relatives. This was the case 
where the parents were aware of apprenticeship opportunities in the field they were working 
on, or if they had done apprenticeship training themselves. 

But it’s all about using your networks at the end of the day so. I did just that. (Alex) 

In these instances the role of institutional influencers was smaller, mostly providing infor-
mation about application and job search tools. Personal social networks were also the providers 
of practical and emotional support for young adults, as well as a person to discuss ideas for 
options with for the young adults in the sample. These discussions with peers and parents ended 
up supporting the initial idea of the young adult to apply to an apprenticeship. 

Family was a big one. So obviously talked it through with them. … Erm, got some 
feedback that I should be going for it. (Helen) 

Even within the limited sample captured a significant amount of variation in young adults 
journeys to apprenticeships and in motivations for applying to an apprenticeship. The journey 
was not always a straightforward transition from compulsory schooling to a modern appren-
ticeship. Instead, many in the sample had gone to university, college, or straight to work after 
schooling but were not happy with their experiences. This dissatisfaction resulted in them seek-
ing other options and led to them finding a suitable apprenticeship option for themselves. 

Another factor that emerged as important for the availability of options was the geographic 
location of the young adult. Some participants had the impression that their location did not 
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offer the breadth of options that were available near the larger population centres of Glasgow 
and Edinburgh. 

Possibly in my area it’s a bit more rare for these types of apprenticeships to come 
up so I wonder if that maybe contributed to not being as aware of different kinds of 
apprenticeships. (Margaret) 

Besides the two research questions outlined above, the study also examined why young 
adults chose to do an apprenticeship and what their journey into an apprenticeship was like. 
The motivations for choosing an apprenticeship was varied even in the sample with only two 
apprenticeship frameworks. Most participants had a mix of motivations and some of them were 
viewed to be more central than others. First type of motivator was a financial one. Apprentice-
ship was perceived to be a good choice financially as one did not have go into debt to get an 
education and the ‘earn while you learn’ aspect of an apprenticeship was appreciated. 

Erm, it’s just money to be honest. (Jack) 

For others the primary motivations had more to do with the form or training, location, or 
aiming for a job where they would feel fulfilled. These motivations were more common than 
the financial motivations. This suggests that the format of learning in an apprenticeship and the 
careers available through an MA are signficant factors in attracting young adults to apprentice-
ships besides the ‘earn and learn’ aspect which was attractive to many. The support and struc-
tured work-based learning was viewed as a large benefit over applying for a job without the 
apprenticeship component. 

I thought, if I’m getting paid then that’s basically… it’s a full-time job, you’re get-
ting trained, it’s comfortable. Like I wouldn’t be comfortable jumping into some-
thing that I would have to learn like within a week. Whereas within MA you learn 
in two years. (Jack) 

 Discussion 
The findings outlined above have some implications for the importance of different influencers 
and the conditions when the different influencers occupy a key role. One of the main findings 
was that there is substantial variation in which influencers provide the different kinds of influ-
ence for young adults. However, the finding that institutional influencers (careers advisors and 
teachers) were the most common sources of information-based influence has implications for 
the role of careers services. The role of careers advisors in Scottish DYW policy is to provide 
the information that young adults need for making career choices (Scottish Government, 2014). 
The findings suggest that the career advisors occupy this role and that they are the ‘baseline’ 
provider for the information, i.e. the key source for information when personal influencers from 
young adult’s social circle do not have the information that the young adult seeks. 

However, the critiques of the careers guidance in schools indicate that the guidance given to 
the young people can be overly restricted in the limited amount of contact time and when grades 
are used as the guiding factor for options that are discussed during the meetings. This indicates 
that ‘better information’ if construed as more personalised and with more contact time even for 
those that are not viewed most at risk could improve the usefulness of the careers guidance in 
school. The motivations of the participants varied substantially in the sample, so the task for 
the careers advisors to use them as a starting point for a broader range of suggested options 
might not be easy, but it might make the offered support more relevant when these factors take 
a centre stage instead of grades. 
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The study also has implications for the debate about structural and agency factors, and the 
findings generally support the bounded agency theoretical approach (Evans, 2002). The moti-
vations for young adults to choose an apprenticeship were varied, but they were driven by per-
sonal preferences of the young adult. These motivations were either about pursuing preferred 
fields, making money while gaining qualifications, or other factors outlined earlier. 

This study cannot provide answer for if and how the preferences are shaped by structural 
factors as the focus is different from studies like those conducted by Atkinson (2017), but some 
of the journeys by young adults provide a good indication of the constraining effects of struc-
tural factors to young adults’ decision-making. These journeys were those people’s who had 
chosen to go to a university or a college after school, but had not enjoyed their experiences. 
hanged after further discussion with careers advisors, sometimes outwith school, or after using 
self-guided online resources. 

After the young adults gained more information about different apprenticeship In these in-
stances the impression about apprenticeships these young adults had was limited to just few 
fields that did not interest them. This impression about apprenticeships c frameworks and found 
a field of interest they started considering an apprenticeship option for themselves. This pro-
vides support for the limited window of options that is considered by a young adult based on 
their impressions of the different options available to them. Having accurate and relevant infor-
mation available to the young adults thus appears to open the window of considered options 
and potentially make it more likely that the first option chosen after schooling is a satisfactory 
one for the young adult. 

Going beyond careers advisors, the impression about apprenticeships in schools more gen-
erally was limited and lacking. Apprenticeships were perceived to be limited to fields such as 
construction and hairdressing partially as those fields were shown as examples of apprentice-
ships, and other fields did not get the attention as it was colleges and especially universities that 
were portayed as the desirable options. This was especially true if one had good grades. It could 
be that the policy aims in DYW had not yet translated into actions in schools when the data for 
the study was collected, but the findings support earlier findings in UK that there is a perceived 
prestige disparity between apprenticeships and higher education (Brockman & Laurie, 2016). 

The Learner Journey Review (Scottish Government, 2018), some of the same issues as the 
findings above and it appears that making careers advice more personalised is one of the central 
aims going forward. This involves making the support start earlier, making it a longer term 
support and shifting the focus more towards personal interests rather than focusing on grades. 
These changes are in line with the findings of the study. 

The limitations of this study include the limited scope of the study as the sample for the 
study is small. This means that while the data gained from the interviews is rich, the view is 
narrow and the experiences of the participants in this study might not be the experiences of 
apprentices in other fields for example. Additionally, the study is focused in the young adults’ 
views and does not examine the views of the influencers, which would be important in under-
standing why some influencers become key influencers and what their aims are. Future studies 
conducted by the resarcher in his PhD research seek to address these weaknesses. The sample 
in the PhD study is going to be larger and will contain data from the influencers as well as the 
young adults in order to better understand how the influencers affect young adults’ decision-
making and what the aims, attitudes, and information levels of the influencers are when they 
are supporting young adults. 
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Abstract 
In 2017 the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research announced the funding line 
„Research for the Internationalization of Vocational Education and Training (IBBF)“. This 
funding line aims to strengthen institutional research on vocational education and training for 
international collaboration. In this paper, the project proposals of the funded projects are re-
viewed through qualitative content analysis. The projects are then systemised regarding their 
objective, research question, and expected results. Moreover, inductively built clusters concern-
ing geographical, thematical, and methodical classification are presented to point out links be-
tween projects. The first research question is what kind of research interests can be identified 
within the sample and what methods are used. The clusters not only identify possibilities for 
continuing research and new projects they are also the basis on first assumptions about how a 
sustainable network of research initiatives within this context can be designed. The following 
research question is, where interfaces for the development of a research network can be identi-
fied. 

Keywords 
review; cluster analysis; international research on VET; Germany, content analysis 

 Introduction 
Vocational education and training (VET) is considered an important tool to strengthen socio-
economic development e.g. to reduce youth at risk, unemployment rates, and capacity building 
(Hoeckel & Schwartz, 2010; ILO 2012). International cooperation in VET has a long tradition 
in Germany’s politics (German Bundestag, 2013; German Bundesregierung, 2019). Actors like 
the GIZ (German Society for International Cooperation) or GOVET (German Office for Inter-
national Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training) support the German government 
in its aim to improve the quality of international vocational education and training. Especially 
expertise in dual training is in high demand around the globe (Hoeckel & Schwartz, 2010, p. 
12; Greinert, 2006). Many funding lines of the German government focused on policy transfer 
and internationalisation of standards in VET. To strengthen the research in this field interna-
tionally, in 2017 the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research announced the 
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funding line „Research for the Internationalisation of Vocational Education and Training 
(IBBF)“. The unique aspect of this specific funding line is the emphasis on research not only 
as a means of vocational training cooperation but also as a subject for funding. Strengthening 
or developing a sustainable research discipline for vocational education and training in the part-
ner country is an integral part of the individual projects. Besides, the establishment of an inter-
national research network is one of the overarching objectives. In the announcement the aims 
of the IBBF funding line are described as follows: 

 
1. strengthen the expertise of universities and other research institutions in research on in-

ternational vocational training projects and the training of academic vocational training 
staff, 

2. integrate this expertise into the BMBF's international vocational training cooperation and 
3. make it available to foreign partners to support reform processes abroad towards more 

practice-oriented initial and continuing vocational education and training (cf. Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research, 2017). 

 
Therefore, three funding actions were defined: action (A) addresses current topics in voca-

tional training research within the framework of cooperation in vocational training, action, 
while (B) targets research on the prerequisites for successful vocational training cooperation in 
BMBF1 partner countries. Action (C), finally, aims the development of pilot measures for ca-
pacity building for vocational training research in the same context. 

In addition to the funded projects2 in these three actions, a meta-project (MP-INVET) was 
installed. It targets the creation of a network that supports the sustainability and development 
of VET research through conducting research on the ongoing research activities within the 
funding line and its environment. The author of this paper works as an associate in this meta-
project, hence she has access to the unpublished project proposals. The aim of this paper is, to 
systemize the project proposals because although recent efforts of systematization in form of 
handbooks made a big step forward, systematic research on VET is still lacking in many coun-
tries (McGrath et al., 2019; Achtenhagen, 2006). Within this context, two research questions 
lead this contribution: how can the structure of the IBBF-projects be described and where are 
similarities and differences between them? What interfaces can be identified for future network 
activities?  

 Methods and description of the sample 
Thus, the first step of the analysis is a cluster analysis to identify in which relations the projects 
have differences and similarities. The differences show the diversity of the researched aspects 
in this funding line. The similarities show the possibility for synergies in between the research 
projects which could be further established through linking them in cluster networks. Therefore, 
three different types of clusters are presented based on an analysis of the unpublished project 
proposals: A geographical, a sectoral, and a thematical cluster. The clusters’ structures are 
guided by the cluster requirements shown by Bacher et al. (2011). As they explain, a cluster 
should always follow the rule of homogeneity within a cluster and heterogeneity between clus-
ters (cf. Bacher et al., 2011). 

Within the second step that aims to systemize the research designs and the methods of the 
analyzed projects, qualitative content analysis is applied. Schreier (2014) understands this 

 
1  BMBF stands for the abbreviation of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research [Bundesministerium 

für Bildung und Forschung]. 
2  There are nine subsidized projects in the IBBF funding line, but one of them (CodeVET) takes place in two 

different countries (China and Russia). Therefore, the project is systemized in two units within this paper. It 
is expected that further projects will be funded during the funding period. 
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approach as a descriptive procedure to represent selected text meanings by categories to point 
out causal connections (ibid.). In this paper, the structuring qualitative content analysis is used, 
following Mayring (2014). There is a common argument around the definition of content anal-
ysis being qualitative or quantitative. Mayring states that “the central idea of Qualitative Con-
tent Analysis is to start from the methodological basis of Quantitative Content Analysis but to 
conceptualize the process of assigning categories to text passages as a qualitative-interpretive 
act” (2014, p. 10). It means, that the method focuses on the evaluation of frequencies (as the 
quantitative approach does) but the category-building process is based on qualitative interpre-
tation. The categories within this paper are derived from the content bottom-up (inductively) to 
meet the variability of the proposals while following a rough structure. Data basis for the anal-
ysis are the proposals of the IBBF-projects. The specific focus of the analysis is on the research 
methods to be conducted within the projects. In addition to that, the first step to identify ap-
proaches for a network in this funding line is taken. The meta-project aims to build a network 
to encourage interdisciplinary knowledge and experience transfer. For a top-down network for-
mation – as planned here, initiated by the meta-project - Payer (2008, p. 15) gives three steps: 
(1) Determining network potential, (2) external impulse for network formation and establish-
ment of a strategic network node and (3) network development through targeted interventions 
of the strategic network node. In this case, the network node is the meta-project MP-INVET. If 
its task is to intervene strategically to build the network, at first the network potential has to be 
figured out in detail. Summing up this part, the applied framing categories are described as 
follows: 
	

Step 1: Project overview structured by 
• aim of the project 
• research scope 
• expected research results 

 
Step 2: Cluster analysis structured by 

• geography 
• topic 
• funding action 
• research methods used 

	
Within Step 3, a systematization of the IBBF-projects is conducted based on the results ob-

tained so far. This procedure aims to answer the first research question by identifying similari-
ties and differences between those projects. Within the discussion of the results, finally, inter-
faces between the projects and approaches to adapt network activities deriving from the results. 
Limitations of this study, a summary of the findings as well as the pointing of research desid-
erata close the contribution. 

 Analysis and Results 

The next sections present the findings of the different analysis levels. At first, the descriptive 
analysis of the project proposals regarding the research intentions of the projects is presented. 
Then followed by the geographical cluster, a cluster of the research topics concerning the fund-
ing actions, and lastly, the method cluster. The findings show similarities and differences be-
tween projects to give first hints for network potential. 
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 Structuring content analysis of the projects 
A structuring overview of the projects firstly matches the expected variety of projects. A clear 
scope lies in the creation of cooperation forms, which is also an expected result. However, 
Table 1 also shows different directions for the planned cooperation directions. While some pro-
jects focus on higher education and permeability, others deal with the fit of actual existing VET 
systems, structures, and concepts and the maybe changing needs according to a changing work 
environment. Internationalization e.g. might be seen as one aspect of a changing work environ-
ment, as well. 

Table 1 
Description of the IBBF projects’ aims, research scopes, and expected results 

Acronym Aim Research scope Expected results 

CAPE-VET 
(South Af-
rica) 

Country specific re-
quirements to establish 
a higher education 
qualification program 
for VET teachers with 
adjustable transfer ele-
ments from the Ger-
man VET system. 

Structure of VET, con-
ditions to success in 
VET cooperation, ex-
pectations of German 
VET providers and fu-
ture cooperation part-
ners, academic educa-
tion and permeability 
towards VET, future 
VET forms, conditions 
of design of VET 

Development of pilot 
courses of study to pro-
fessionalise VET teach-
ers in South Africa and 
a strengthened research 
network in South Africa 
(and Germany) 

CodeVET 
(China and 
Russia) 

Realisation of a com-
parative analysis of in-
tended and imple-
mented curricula in 
the field of business 
administration 

Dimensions of the con-
cept of curriculum: in-
tended curriculum, im-
plemented curriculum, 
achieved curriculum and 
competence orientation 
in the development of 
regulatory instruments 

Recommendations for 
curriculum develop-
ment, research findings 
on vocational training 
cooperation and export 

DualPeru 
(Peru) 

Analysis and identifi-
cation of successful 
conditions for success-
ful cooperation be-
tween Germany and 
SENATI in Peru 

The actual fit of com-
pany training plans and 
actual needs, training 
quality (cooperation and 
practice), the role of in-
company instructors 

further cooperation be-
tween Peru and Ger-
many, enhancement of 
in-company training in 
line with other research 
results 

DualReg 
(Mexico) 

research conditions for 
successful interna-
tional cooperation in 
VET in Mexico 

Conditions for the suc-
cess of international vo-
cational training cooper-
ation in Mexico, high-
lighting the industrial 
and tourism sector 

inspire a broader Mexi-
can discourse on quality 
improvement in VET 
and optimise transfer 
activities in the long 
term 

Efach 
(China) 

A complete inventory 
of vocational training 
cooperation between 
Germany and the Peo-
ple's Republic of 
China, comparison of 

Clarify the validity of 
identified factors of suc-
cess in previous interna-
tional cooperation in 
VET also for 

Identification of key 
factors for successful 
vocational training co-
operation outside devel-
opment cooperation - 
Full survey of all forms 
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the different concepts 
of international voca-
tional training cooper-
ation  

development coopera-
tion and private sector 

of vocational training 
cooperation with the PR 
China 

KuPraMex 
(Mexico) 

Analysis of the “white 
collar syndrome” in 
Mexico and the cul-
tural practices con-
cerning non-academic 
work 

Cultural practices and 
institutional frameworks 
that shape e.g. career 
choices, recruitment, 
and structural decisions 

Tools for the analysis of 
work culture practices 
as a contribution to vo-
cational pedagogical 
theory formation and for 
comparative country 
studies 

InVet 
(Vietnam) 

Explaining of compe-
tencies needed by Ger-
man VET actors to de-
velop and implement 
sustainable business 
models in the context 
of internationalization 

The actual fit of the 
German VET system’s 
structure with organiza-
tions’ demands at an in-
ternational level, com-
petition ability of Ger-
man VET providers 
compared to those from 
Australia and the USA 

Testing their developed 
international business 
model canvas, which 
then can be used as a 
development tool for fu-
ture business models for 
VET  

ProWoThai 
(Thailand) 

Building vocational 
training research ca-
pacity and initiating 
research-based re-
forms in Thailand 

Work-based learning as 
a way to qualify re-
searcher’s in Thailand, 
implement and sustain 
higher quality research 
and strengthen the train-
ing in businesses 

Development and test-
ing of study and learn-
ing materials for VET, 
recommendations for 
vocational policy re-
forms in the context of 
Thailand 4.0 

QualIndia 
(India) 

Vocational training 
cooperation of India 
and Germany, the es-
tablishment of re-
search networks with 
India, development of 
an indicator-based re-
search tool for quality 
measurement of voca-
tional training institu-
tions in India, compar-
ison of ITIs and poly-
techs colleges 

Quality of VET-Sys-
tems, country-specific 
indicators for quality 
measurements, Teach-
ing in ITIs and poly-
techs colleges 

Development, testing 
and providing an indica-
tor-based research tool 
for quality measurement 
of vocational training 
institutions in India, 
strengthen the research 
network 

 Geographical and thematical cluster analysis of the IBBF-projects 
The clusters serve for a deeper understanding of the projects’ different orientations. Therefore, 
the IBBF-projects were analysed regarding their geographical and thematical orientation. As 
Table 2 shows, 60 % of the projects are in cooperation with partners in Asia. This is not sur-
prising, considering Asia does have some economic “big players” such as China and India. 
Also, according to GOVET, all the Asian countries represented in this funding line do have a 
history of cooperation with Germany. Currently, Thailand wants to establish this cooperation 
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even more (German Office for International Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training 
[GOVET], 2020a). India has an immense interest in German knowledge on VET because half 
of India's population is 25 years old or younger, but they are lacking of well-trained profession-
als (GOVET, 2020b). For both China and Russia exist letters of intent for bilateral cooperation 
with Germany (GOVET, 2020c, 2020d). So overall the high frequency of Asian countries 
within this funding line is not surprising. Three projects are researching America, more specif-
ically in South and Central America. Only one project is researching VET in Africa. This may 
be the consequence of the already existing “Africa-Strategy” by the BMBF from 2014-2018 
(Federal Ministry of Education and Research, 2018), which specifically targeted African coun-
tries for cooperation. In conclusion, the cluster shows that the IBBF funding line is focussing 
on countries outside of Europe, Australia, and North America. 

Table 2 
Geographical Cluster of the 10 IBBF- projects (own presentation) 

Region Country N %tot 
Africa South Africa 1 10 

Σ 1 10 
America Mexico 2 20 

Peru 1 10 
Σ 3 30 

Asia Russia 1 10 
India 1 10 
Thailand 1 10 
Vietnam 1 10 
China 2 20 
Σ 6 60 

	
Table 3 provides an overview of the cluster analysis concerning the topics and funding action 

of the IBBF-projects. Important topics appear to be (initial) dual vocational training, policy 
transfer, and conditions for success related to several aspects and contexts. Those findings in-
dicate that, under the roof of education cooperation development, especially the “basics” of 
VET systems become relevant, such as the duality of work and learning (fundamental idea), 
creation of political infrastructure at government level (sustainability) and control of the context 
(showing the way, e.g. through best practice examples like CAPE-VET). The results suggest 
that e.g. policy-transfer goes together with at least one certain aspect of VET. 

The left column informs about the funding action that was introduced at the beginning of 
this paper. It informs about most of the projects being located in funding action (B). In the 
announcement of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (2017) this action is de-
scribed as “research on the prerequisites for successful VET cooperation in countries with ex-
isting BMBF cooperation in VET and in other countries and regions. Funding will be provided 
for projects which research the prerequisites for successful international VET cooperation. 
Funded projects will carry out research on the factors that determine successful VET coopera-
tion but also develop best practices for its effectiveness. The projects should be able to provide 
research-based findings and recommendations for action in international VET cooperation.“ 
This could be an indication of projects being more likely to take place in countries where struc-
tures of cooperation already existed. Those structures for example may be networks with rele-
vant actors for the VET system in the cooperation country. This argument also harmonises with 
the findings in Table 2. 
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Table 3 
Research scope of the IBBF-projects 

 Subject 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Project 

C
ultural acceptance of V

E
T

 

D
igitalization/ Industry 4.0 

L
earning and teaching m

ethods 

T
eacher training 

Further training for teachers 

 D
ual education and training  

Q
uality assurance  

Policy -T
ransfer  

E
ducational service 

C
onditions for success  

B
usiness m

odels 

A CAPE-VET    x    x  x  
 CodeVET   x         
 QualIndia       x     
B DualReg     x x  x  x  
 DUALPeru     x x    x  
 efach          x  
 KuPraMex x           
C ProWoThai  x x   x      
 IntVet        x x  x 

 Inductive categories for systemizing data collection and research methods 
To get a raw presentation of the data collection process and research methods used by the IBBF-
projects, there are no deductive categories used. Instead, the method names are conducted di-
rectly from the research proposals. Afterwards, links and overlaps are grouped into generic 
categories to get a systematic overview. Many projects deliver various methods of data collec-
tion and/or data analysis. Therefore, the percentages regarding the method column in table 4 
are not adding up to 100 %. If a project has various qualitative methods mentioned, the fre-
quency of each method increases by one, but the percentages are referring to the ten projects as 
total. For example, when ten projects use qualitative and two use quantitative data collection 
methods, but there are only ten projects in total, it means that all projects (ten out of ten) use 
qualitative methods and shows that two projects use a mixed-methods approach. As Table 4 
shows, in general, the projects working under the IBBF funding line all lean on a qualitative 
approach for collecting and analysing data. Two projects (20%) use a quantitative approach 
while collecting data, and state that they want to do statistical analysis (efach, QualIndia). The 
preferred method to collect data are interviews/questionnaires. The approaches differ in terms 
of depth versus width. Some projects aim to have in-depth interviews or biographical inter-
views, others use questionnaires to get probably a wider rather than deeper view. 
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Table 4 
Research methods used by the 10 IBBF-projects 

Data collection Method N % tot 
Qualitative Observation 5 50 

Interviews/ 
Questionnaire 

10 100 

Document analysis 5 50 
Documentary image and text 
analysis 

1 10 

Case study 1 10 
Quantitative Interviews/ 

Questionnaire 
2 20 

Data analysis Method N % tot 
Qualitative Qualitative content analysis 4 40 

Data analysis 1 10 
Focus group discussions 1 10 
Validation Workshops 1 10 

Quantitative Statistical analysis 2 20 
Content analysis 1 10 

No	information	 	 2	 20	
Note. N = Number of times, a project stated they will use the method (many projects use more 
than one method). %tot = Percentage of method used in reference to the total number of projects 
(10). 

 Discussion 
Concerning the analysed data (project proposals) it is important to note that the funding line is 
at the beginning right now. Projects may need to remodel some of their aims or methods while 
research is in progress, especially since the Covid-19 pandemic belated the data collecting pro-
cesses. Also, the style of writing in the project proposals in some areas seems vague, some use 
broader terms and concepts for explaining their methods and some are very detailed. In two 
proposals there was no method of data analysis to be found. This might be because in most 
cases the process of writing the project proposal takes place before data is collected. Possibly 
projects can’t define with certainty what data analysis method will fit their data yet. 

The fact that most projects focus on the funding action b indicates that the cooperation with 
BMBF partner countries is a pre-selection and reduces the relevance of choice regarding the 
actual project countries. This is also supported by the results of the geographical cluster. It will 
be a question to discuss in upcoming research if national reforms are possible within these 
cooperation research processes. 

Regarding the research methods used by the IBBF projects, it appears that the researchers of 
the projects are efficiently collecting data on the ground and making insider knowledge (in the 
form of expert interviews and participatory observation) accessible. This has the positive effect 
that various aspects of the individual cases are sufficiently analyzed. The context can be in-
cluded and conclusions on causal relationships can be drawn for the case at hand. Concerning 
a high degree of abstraction of the results and the transferability to other cases on a large scale, 
however, the funding line is lacking. Cross-sectional data or respectively data sets with a three- 
to four-digit case number are unusual. This may be influenced by the object of research, as the 
problem of generalization of qualitative results in the field of VET is already observed by others 
(Achtenhagen, 2006). Another factor that comes into play while talking about the used methods 
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in research on vocational education and training is, that it mostly focuses on the current state of 
educational systems and aims to give action proposals or identify best-practice recommenda-
tions. Those aims differ between countries, sectors, and topics, which makes it more complex, 
to formulate theories. 

 Conclusion 

In summary, the findings should give context about the internationalisation of vocational edu-
cation and training based on this specific funding line. By identifying differences and similari-
ties between projects, initial considerations regarding the development of a sustainable network 
of research initiatives can be made. The geographical cluster, for example, shows that the fund-
ing line primarily focuses on three areas - Africa, America, and Asia – whereas 60% of the 
projects are located in Asia. Most of the projects take place in funding action B, which means 
they cooperate with already existing partner countries. The results of the qualitative content 
analysis regarding the used methods of the projects in the funding line indicate that qualitative 
approaches are far more common than quantitative designs. In the data collection process 
mainly interviews (with different focuses) and questionnaires are used. For the analysis quali-
tative content analysis is used by 40 % of the projects. 

Considering all the similarities network links can be found in many clusters. Geographically 
it is obvious to initiate a network between the projects which research the same country, so 
efach and CodeVet in China and KuPraMex and DualReg in Mexico. It may help on the mi-
crolevel, for example, to find new interview partners, the other project already has acquired. 
On an institutional level, existing contacts can be transferred in between projects to get faster 
and possibly more trustworthy access to certain actors. Although there might be overlaps in the 
general topic of the research project - here four projects analyse the conditions for success – the 
potential for networking is rather small here. Exchange of experience is certainly insightful, but 
the conditions can be very heterogenic between countries and therefore VET systems. The clus-
ter regarding methods shows, that many projects collect data via interviews or questionnaires. 
In future, with the help of a network, this fact could be used to carry out a questionnaire across 
the entire funding line to make comparisons between countries. 

With a view to future research, it would, therefore, be important to collect and evaluate the 
data from the funded projects across funding lines. This connection of the individual research 
projects can be promoted by a functioning network. Within the funding line, the projects work 
together with researchers in the target country. For further research work, transnational coop-
eration - particularly with a view to international comparative VET research - would be a central 
aspect for further institutionalisation of the field. 
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Abstract 
In the social-cognitive career theory (SCCT), Lent et al. (1994; 2002) postulate an influence on 
behaviour in the career choice process through self-efficacy. If relationships between self-effi-
cacy and career choice activities as well as knowledge can be confirmed, this results in possi-
bilities of educational intervention for practical implementation in public or private educational 
institutions in order to be able to support young people in their career choice process. Therefore, 
in a self-conducted, earlier study (cited: Struck & Ciesla, 2019), we made a theoretical and 
empirical further development of the model of knowledge in the career choice process (KCCP), 
which construction is also based on the theoretical model assumptions of the SCCT by Lent et 
al. (1994; 2002). In difference to the SCCT, the KCCP model, can explain five different, rele-
vant dimensions of knowledge. Thus, the KCCP model deals with the question how self-effi-
cacy and outcome expectations are related to behaviour in the career choice process and to 
knowledge. The findings should simplify a successful school-to-work transition for young 
adults and are intended to point out new aspects of their competence development. In conclu-
sion, various approaches are discussed how young adults can be individually supported in the 
career choice process, for example by teachers, parents and career counsellors. These include 
greater individualization of the career orientation opportunities in guiding and facilitating tar-
geted self-reflection (Kalisch, 2017), in the use of peer education in the career choice process 
(Struck, 2018), and in the utilization of sources of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). 

Keywords 
career development; self-efficacy; individual support; self-reflection 

 Introduction 
The importance of the first choice of a vocational education and training after the end of school 
poses a particular challenge for young adults from several perspectives and uniformly offered 
vocational orientation measures are not equally effective for all young people. Therefore, the 
offers must be more individualized in the future. At present, it appears that the vocational ori-
entation measures on offer have different meanings and effects for young people. There is no 
intervention that is equally beneficial to all young people. Overall, an attempt must be made to 
individualize the vocational orientation offerings more strongly in order to better differentiate 
between the interests of young people. 
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One of the main goals of career orientation (in Germany) is a successful school-to-work 
transition for young adults. Therefore, different career orientation opportunities also try to ex-
pand knowledge; likewise, knowledge about different occupations, self-knowledge as well as 
conceptual knowledge, conditional knowledge and planning competence. A high level of dif-
ferent dimensions of knowledge, like these, seems to be a good and necessary prerequisite for 
the desired successful school-to-work transition. The special necessity of suitable, individual 
offers and programs for individual vocational orientation (in Germany) is also illustrated by a 
relatively stable rate of dissolved vocational education and training contracts of approx. 20-
25%, which can be attributed to very individual (such as career choice related or personal) 
reasons (BMBF, 2018). 

Another reason that shows the importance of individual and targeted offers in vocational 
orientation are the findings of current studies (Shell, 2015; Schnitzler & Granato, 2016; Struck, 
2017a; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2016; 2018), which have identified a trend towards increased 
educational aspirations in Germany in recent years. As a result, vocational education and train-
ing places in Germany remain vacant. Increased educational aspirations are reflected in two 
phenomena: These include in general the desire to a continuative school attendance and, in 
particular, an increasing trend toward a high school degree and university education. Young 
school leavers are more likely to end up at university, whereas vocational education and training 
seems to have lost some of its appeal by comparison. This is because (more and more) young 
adults make a conscious and active decision to attend a high school and have not applied for a 
vocational education and training place before. Some other young people, contrary, choose a 
high school attendance because they have not yet known which vocational education and train-
ing, they wanted to learn. They made their choice rather out of embarrassment, in the form of 
a short-term decision. For them, a continuative school attendance seems to be a kind of stopgap 
solution, but at the same time, it gives them a kind of moratorium which prolongs their period 
of consideration. That makes it evident that the personal choice of a vocational education and 
training confronts young people with their first major (life) decision (Struck, 2019). This also 
implies that if young adults do not even aim to start vocational education and training immedi-
ately after leaving school, it is important to determine whether and to what extent vocational 
orientation must be geared to these changed conditions. Especially since the "lifelong occupa-
tion" is becoming less relevant. Consequently, the focus seems to be on promoting coping strat-
egies for different (diverse, individual) life situations. In addition, opportunities and possibili-
ties need to be developed for making the career choice process more individual and target 
group-differentiated through recurring reflection exercises. 

The article deals with various approaches how young adults can be individually supported 
in the career choice process. The arguments and ideas are mainly based on Bandura's (1997) 
assumptions to the sources of self-efficacy and on the relationship between self-efficacy (and 
outcome expectations) and the behavior in the career choice process and knowledge, which can 
be theoretically disused and empirically analyzed by the model of knowledge in the career 
choice process (KCCP). 

 Theoretical background 
The construction of the model of knowledge in the career choice process (KCCP) by Struck 
(2016; 2017b) and its theoretical and empirical further development by Struck and Ciesla 
(2019) is based on the theoretical expectations and models of the social cognitive career theory 
(SCCT) by Lent et al. (1994; 2002). The SCCT argues that self-efficacy and outcome expecta-
tions influence the behavior during the career choice process. Bandura (1997) describes self-
efficacy as the attitude of a person to straight his/her focus consistently and successfully on an 
activity. Accordingly, self-efficacy has also an effect on motivation as well as on effort and the 
perseverance required in problem solving processes. In the models of the social cognitive career 
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theory and in the KCCP model, self-efficacy is therefore contained as the major (or central) 
variable. 

The KCCP model is invented on the model concept of the SCCT but will be modified. In 
the SCCT, the process variables of interests and goals (influenced by self-efficacy and outcome 
expectations) are seen as prerequisites for achieving performance or satisfaction (endogenous 
variables). Following this, the process variables of interests and goals, are deliberately changed 
and replaced by the career choice activities of information readiness and exploration, in order 
to represent the actions and activities in the career choice process as a prelude to explain a 
knowledge development. Information readiness can be seen as a motivational requirement and 
exploration as an activity to discover the self and the environment. The two career choice ac-
tivities are important conditions and regarded as suitable to illustrate the readiness of the active 
engagement with the occupation choice. Knowledge, respectively different dimensions of 
knowledge, result from the increased conviction in one's own abilities and as a result of inten-
sive career choice activities and is therefore suitable as an endogenous variable in the model 
(Struck, 2016; 2017b; Struck & Ciesla, 2019). 

Figure 1 
The model of knowledge in the career choice process (KCCP) 

 
Note. SE=self-efficacy, OE=outcome expectations, Info=information readiness, Explo=explo-
ration, Knowl=knowledge.  

 
As shown in figure 1, the two effectiveness beliefs (self-efficacy and outcome expectations) 

and the career choice activities (information readiness and exploration) will explain knowledge. 
So that the KCCP model describes the acquisition of knowledge as a result of improved efficacy 
beliefs and intense career choice activities. 

 Methods and results 
Following the theoretical development of the model and its first empirical verification by Struck 
(2016; 2017b), we (Struck & Ciesla, 2019) expanded the model and tested its further develop-
ment. This consisted in the variation of the endogenous variable knowledge. In the first model 
analyses, we (Struck, 2016; 2017b) used therefore a scale by Seifert and Eder (1985) which 
includes knowledge about the favored occupation; in the further development (Struck & Ciesla, 
2019), four additional forms of knowledge were tested as endogenous variables in the path 
model. These are the dimensions of knowledge from the study of Lipowski et al. (2015): Self-
knowledge, conceptual knowledge, knowledge of condition and planning competence. The 
whole questionnaire of Struck and Ciesla (2019) recorded nine scales with 63 items and were 
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used in a self-assessment process. Five scales were part of the concept to measure the career 
choice competence (Berufswahlkompetenz) by Ratschinski (2008; 2012): Self-efficacy by 
Fouad et al. (1997), outcome expectations by Fouad et al. (1997), information readiness by 
Seifert and Stangl (1986), exploration by Kracke (1997) and knowledge about the favored oc-
cupation by Seifert and Eder (1985). 

The research question in the second study (Struck & Ciesla, 2019) was to examine whether 
the already identified relationships between effectiveness beliefs and career choice activities 
could also be transferred to further (four) dimensions of career choice relevant knowledge; and 
whether the model with its direct and indirect relationships could be confirmed a second time 
(model review). 

The empirical verification of the model was carried out by path analysis on a cross-sectional 
data set of 493 young adults in grades 7-12 from comprehensive schools and high schools in 
Germany (mean age: 15.6 years, 51.7% female). The KCCP model was tested five times, with 
the five different dimensions of knowledge as the endogenous variables in the path models. The 
analysis confirmed all the five models and found an acceptable proportion of explained variance 
of the five endogenous variables. The best fit to the data is shown by the model with the endog-
enous variable of planning competence (χ²=0.82, df=2, p=.66, RMSEA=0.000, CFI=1.00, 
r²=.20), the highest proportion of explained variance reaches the endogenous variable of self-
knowledge (χ²=6.81, df=2, p=.03, RMSEA=0.070, CFI=0.99, r²=.37). The results underlined 
the expressiveness of the model: Between 20% and 37% of the variance of the endogenous 
variables had be explained. The development and compilation of the model of knowledge in 
the career choice process had been theoretically comprehensible and empirically provable. The 
meaning for the career choice process is crucial because the KCCP model, with its individual 
direct and indirect relationship expectations between the different variables of the effectiveness 
beliefs and the career choice activities, had explained all-important forms of knowledge, rele-
vant in the career choice process (Struck & Ciesla, 2019). 

The extension and transferability of the model contexts to four further (additional) 
knowledge dimensions within the results of the model fit of the five models and the proportion 
of explained variance of the five endogenous variables along direct and indirect effects in the 
model, had been confirmed by the analysis. These results also pointed out, that the endogenous 
variable can vary over the five dimensions of knowledge in the career choice process. This 
increases the meaning, importance and content expressiveness of the KCCP model in general 
and the successful extension and transfer of the model contexts to other forms of knowledge, 
which are relevant in the career choice process, increase as well the significance of the KCCP 
model in terms of content for the practice of vocational counselors, teachers and parents. 

 Conclusion and conceivable consequences 
The designed and confirmed model of knowledge in the career choice process describes differ-
ent forms of knowledge because of improved efficacy beliefs and intense career choice activi-
ties. In this way, knowledge (in all five forms) is the result of increased beliefs in their personal 
abilities and the result of intensive career choice activities. The path model analysis had con-
firmed the special role of self-efficacy, which determines the level of readiness and activity to 
cope with challenges in the career choice process and as well as five dimensions of knowledge. 
Self-efficacy has an effect on the level of the activities and knowledge in the career choice 
process: It seems, that young adults are more active in their career choice process when they 
feel confident about their abilities and as a result of their activities, they achieve a higher level 
of different forms of knowledge (Struck & Ciesla, 2019). 

For the practice of career guidance and counseling, these results mean that intervention 
should aim at strengthening the self-efficacy. Therefore, concrete pedagogical intervention pos-
sibilities, options and ideas for increasing self-efficacy will be discussed. In the sense of these 
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conclusions, further optimization potential for individual vocational orientation should be con-
sidered and taken into account. 

After the determination of the self-efficacy, young adults can be encouraged and supported 
individually. If teachers, parents or career counselors try to increase the knowledge (and the 
activities) to support young adults in the career choice process, they can use the sources of self-
efficacy by Bandura (1997). The first source (past performance and learning experiences) is the 
most effective possibility to increase the self-efficacy. Young adults should gather their own 
experience and knowledge in different vocational and career decision tasks to get the experi-
ence of being successful using their own abilities. This can take place through experiences of 
success in professional activities and can contribute to the expansion of professional interests, 
for example through an internship. At the same time, feelings of success in the selection of 
activities and professions that match one's own strengths and interests also strengthen self-effi-
cacy. In adolescence, the selection can, relate for example to the choice of an internship or 
holiday jobs. Furthermore, teachers and parents can show positive role models with similar, 
important characteristics (for example background, gender and age) to improve self-efficacy 
(second source of self-efficacy: vicarious experiences/representative experiences and observa-
tions of role models or positive models). The role model demonstrates that another adolescent 
has been successful in this task before, like the career choice decision or the school-to-work 
transition. Friends and peers who have successfully completed the career choice process are 
suitable. In addition, verbal persuasion (third source of self-efficacy) can help young adults and 
could be practiced by teachers and parents. The third source includes also social encouragement 
and linguistic persuasion, such as promoting courage, thereby instilling confidence and convic-
tion in the young adult’s skills, as well as positive feedback and praise after successes and the 
achievement of intermediate objectives in the choice of career. In general: Improved efficacy 
beliefs are helpful in contributing to education and the school-to-work transition of young 
adults, as they allow individuals to make independent and profound career decisions (Struck & 
Ciesla, 2019). The general aim is for young adults to feel confident that they can successfully 
shape their career choice process and not exclude certain occupations or vocational education 
and training activities for themselves based on false or insufficient self-efficacy, or be voca-
tionally undecided about their career at the end of their school years. 

Moreover, for the second and third source, peers, peer education and peer feedback are use-
ful. People in the same age (peers) can be better modeled and understood, their credibility is 
higher, and they are more authentic in problem solving. Peer education approaches within 
schools should be used for individual vocational orientation, young adults from higher classes 
can tell younger adults about their experiences, their approach and their knowledge. As authen-
tic role models (second source of self-efficacy), they can credibly convey confidence and trust 
(third source of self-efficacy) in the career choice process. The same applies to a systematic 
preparation and follow-up of the internships (practical trainings) by the pupils themselves, in 
the form of peer education (e.g. organizing a separate vocational education and training fair at 
school where each young adult presents their internship company and the tested occupation). 
Peers speak "the same language" and do not gloss over potential disadvantages or negative 
(vocational) experiences. The use of peer education at school and a mentor program in which 
young adults in the first or second year of their apprenticeship, girls and boys in leaving classes 
help with the transition, promises to be an effective individual vocational orientation measure 
to an information and knowledge transfer before the school-to-work transition. Especially be-
cause one's own situation can be discussed authentically among peers and similar concerns 
exist. In addition, the person who reports on his or her own successes has an additional personal 
learning success (first source of self-efficacy) (Struck, 2018). 

Furthermore, reflection exercises for young adults should be more strongly integrated into 
the career choice process and vocational orientation in the future. Exercises and tasks for 
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reflecting on the vocational trails that have been carried out and on one's own strengths, abilities 
and interests, consolidate and strengthen experiences, knowledge and self-concept. Reflection 
thus enables support in the sense of the first source of self-efficacy. The special importance of 
reflection methods in the career choice process had also be empirically proven (Sommer & 
Rennert, 2020). Overall, more time and guidance for goal-oriented self-reflection in the career 
choice process is called for, which young people urgently need in order to be able to achieve a 
(better) convergence and coordination of individual interests, wishes and abilities with the 
needs and requirements of the working. It seems problematic that young adults often have little 
experience in the areas of self-perception, self-reflection and self-definition. Here there is a 
chance that teachers or career counsellors, for example, can help to optimize the assessment of 
one's own strengths and abilities, in the sense of the socialization process and the developmental 
task (shaping the educational and professional biography). The content objectives of concrete 
programs (e.g. Kalisch, 2017) include self-exploration and self-reflection in the individual 
phases of career choice (i.e. repeated examination of oneself) as well as embedding in school-
based career guidance and counselling, in the sense of systematic interlocking with other 
measures. The offers are to be carried out repeatedly in several successive class levels by the 
teachers or career counsellors. The aim is to enable young people to take responsibility for their 
career choice process and to make a well-founded career choice decision. This is to be made 
possible through an intensive and continuous examination of themselves, the development of a 
(vocational) self-concept, a diverse comparison of self-perceptions and perceptions of others as 
well as self-experimentation and self-experience in different contexts (Kalisch, 2017). 

The suggestions presented here for improved individual vocational orientation take into ac-
count the findings of Bandura (1997) on the support of self-efficacy by its sources. Struck and 
Ciesla (2019) were able to prove the empirical connection between self-efficacy and knowledge 
relevant in the career choice process. Further research and practical developments will (have 
to) gain additional importance in the next years in order to verify the suggestions and results 
presented. 

References 
Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy. The exercise of control. Freeman. 
Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung (Eds.) (2018). Berufsbildungsbericht 2018. 
Fouad, N. A., Smith, P. L., & Enochs, L. (1997). Reliability and validity evidence for the middle school 

self-efficacy scale. Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and Development, 30(1), 17–31. 
Kalisch, C. (2017). Entwicklung einer Potenzialanalyse für allgemeinbildende Schulen in Mecklenburg-

Vorpommern: Rahmenbedingungen, Konzeption und Vorgehensweise. Lecture at the annual con-
ference of the section of vocational education and training and business education in Stuttgart, 
26.09.2017, www.ibp.uni-rostock.de/fileadmin/uni-rostock/Alle_PHF/IBP/Kalisch-Sept2017_Po-
tenzialanalyse-M-V-web.pdf 

Kracke, B. (1997). Parental behaviors and adolescents‘ career exploration. The Career Development 
Quarterly, 45(4), 341–350. 

Lent, R. W., Brown, S. D., & Hackett, G. (1994). Toward a unifying social cognitive theory of career 
and academic interest, choice, and performance. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 45, 79–122. 

Lent, R. W., Brown, S. D., & Hackett, G. (2002). Social cognitive career theory. In D. Brown and 
Associates (Eds.), Career choice and development (pp. 255–311). Jossey-Bass. 

Lipowski, K., Kaak, S., Kracke, B., & Holstein, J. (2015). Handbuch Schulische Berufsorientierung. 
Praxisorientierte Unterstützung für den Übergang Schule - Beruf. Thüringer Institut für Lehrerfort-
bildung, Lehrplanentwicklung und Medien. 

Ratschinski, G. (2008). Berufswahlkompetenz. In M. Koch & P. Straßer (Eds.), In der Tat kompetent. 
Zum Verständnis von Kompetenz und Tätigkeit in der beruflichen Benachteiligtenförderung (pp. 
73–90). wbv. 



291 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

Ratschinski, G. (2012). Berufswahlkompetenz. Versuch einer zeitgemäßen Operationalisierung der Be-
rufswahlreife. In G. Ratschinski & A. Steuber (Eds.), Ausbildungsreife. Kontroversen, Alternativen 
und Förderansätze (pp. 135–156). Springer VS. 

Schnitzler, A., & Granato M. (2016). Duale Ausbildung oder weiter zur Schule? Bildungspräferenzen 
von Jugendlichen der 9. Klasse und wie sie sich ändern. Berufsbildung in Wissenschaft und Praxis, 
3, 10–14. 

Seifert, K. H., & Eder, F. (1985). Der Fragebogen zur Laufbahnentwicklung (Deutschsprachige Adap-
tation des Career Development Inventory). Zeitschrift für Differentielle und Diagnostische Psycho-
logie, 6(2), 65–77. 

Seifert, K. H., & Stangl, W. (1986). Der Fragebogen Einstellungen zur Berufswahl und beruflichen 
Arbeit. Diagnostica, 32(2), 153–164. 

Shell Deutschland Holding (Eds.) (2015). Jugend 2015. Eine pragmatische Generation im Aufbruch. 
Frankfurt a.M. 

Sommer, J., & Rennert, C. (2020). Endbericht der wissenschaftlichen Begleitung zur Interventionsstudie 
Potenzialanalyse (ISPA). Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung. 

Statistisches Bundesamt (Ed.) (2016). Schulen auf einen Blick. 
Statistisches Bundesamt (Ed.) (2018). Bildung und Kultur. Schnellmeldungsergebnisse der Hochschul-

statistik zu Studierenden und Studienanfänger/-innen. 
Struck, P. (2016). Das Wissensmodell im Berufswahlprozess: Eine empirische Untersuchung zur Be-

deutung von Selbstwirksamkeit und Ergebniserwartung für die Berufswahlaktivitäten und das Wis-
sen über den Wunschberuf bei Jugendlichen vor dem Übergang Schule-Beruf. Detmold: Eusl. 

Struck, P. (2017a). Zwischen „Da kam so raus, dass ich handwerklich sehr begabt bin.“ und „Ich wollte 
noch ein bisschen Schule genießen.“ Evaluation des BMBF-Programms zur „Förderung der Be-
rufsorientierung in überbetrieblichen und vergleichbaren Berufsbildungsstätten“. www.berufsori-
entierungsprogramm.de/files/BOP_Sonderbericht Nr3_Qualitative%20Interviews.pdf 

Struck, P. (2017b). The model of knowledge in the career choice process: Empirical research on the 
importance of self-efficacy and outcome expectations on career choice activities and knowledge 
about the occupation favored by young adults before the school-to-work transition. In F. Kaiser & 
S. Krugmann (Eds.), Social Dimension and Participation in Vocational Education and Training 
(pp. 214–221). Rostocker Schriften der Berufspädagogik – Rostocker Papers of Vocational Educa-
tion. 

Struck, P. (2018). Was gestiegene Bildungsaspirationen bei Jugendlichen für die Berufsorientierung 
bedeuten. In M. Friese (Ed.), Arbeitslehre und Berufsorientierung modernisieren. Analysen und 
Konzepte im Wandel von Arbeit, Beruf und Lebenswelt (pp. 169–180). wbv. 

Struck, P. (2019). Gestiegene Bildungsaspirationen und die Folgen für gewerblich-technische Ausbil-
dungsberufe. In M. Becker, M. Frenz, K. Jenewein, & M. Schenk (Eds.), Digitalisierung und Fach-
kräftesicherung. Herausforderungen für die gewerblich-technischen Wissenschaften und ihre Di-
daktiken (pp. 361–370). wbv. 

Struck, P., & Ciesla, C. (2019). The model of knowledge in the career choice process – a theoretical and 
empirical further development. In F. Marhuenda, & M.J. Chisvert-Tarazona (Eds.), Pedagogical 
concerns and market demands in VET. Proceedings of the 3rd Crossing Boundaries in VET con-
ference, Vocational Education and Training Network (VETNET) (pp.158–163). 

Biographical notes 
Dr Philipp Struck is a research assistant at the Institute of Vocational Education at the Univer-
sity of Rostock, Germany. His research interests focus on school-to-work transition, special 
education and social education within the field of vocational education and further vocational 
education. 
 



 

 

 
Copyrighted material 

 
 
Teräs, M., Osman, A., & Eliasson, E. (2020). Challenges of skilled refugees’ access to their 
prior vocation in Sweden. In C. Nägele, B. E. Stalder, & N. Kersh (Eds.), Trends in vocational 
education and training research, Vol. III. Proceedings of the European Conference on Educa-
tional Research (ECER), Vocational Education and Training Network (VETNET) (pp. 292–
300). https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4007966 
 

Challenges of Skilled Refugees’ Access to Their Prior Vocation in Sweden 

Teräs, Marianne 
Stockholm University/Department of Education, marianne.teras@edu.su.se 
Osman, Ali 
Stockholm University/Department of Education, ali.osman@edu.su.se 
Eliasson, Eva 
Stockholm University/Department of Education, eva.eliasson@edu.su.se 

Abstract 
The position of refugees at different levels in the labour market has become the subject of heated 
academic and political debate in Sweden as well as in other EU countries. The debate generally 
revolves around factors that affect the macro level structure such as employment of refugees 
and their descendants, economic costs and the benefits of migration and integration. The posi-
tion of underrepresented groups in the labour market is explained as a consequence of either 
discrimination or lack of relevant social capital, language skills, job search strategies and job 
skills, to name a few. This paper has two parts. First, we introduce the project, Integration and 
inclusion of migrants in and through their vocation and work. Then we explore literature and 
identify factors that can promote or hinder skilled refugees’ access to their original vocation in 
Sweden. The systematic review points to several factors as central, such as networks, language 
and knowledge of cultural practices. 

Keywords 
skilled migrants; vocation; integration; access to vocation 

 Introduction to the project, Integration and inclusion of migrants in and through 
their vocation and work 

The aim of this paper is twofold: first, to introduce the theoretical background and the rationale 
of the project, and second, to present the status of research vis a vis factors that facilitate or 
impede refugees’ access to their vocations in Sweden. The paper is structured accordingly — 
we will first briefly describe the project, then describe the Swedish research in the area and 
finally, discuss this research in relation to relevant international research. 

The position of refugees in the Swedish labour market has been, and still is, a subject of 
academic and political debate. Sweden is not unique. This debate is on-going in all EU member 
states and beyond the borders of the EU member states. In addition, there is a common theme 
in this debate: refugees are depicted as unable or are marginalised in the labour market (e.g., 
Dahlstedt, 2011; Joyce, 2015; Petersson, 2014). However, there is an increasing number of 
refugees who have accessed their prior vocations in Sweden. This category of refugees is not 
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the focus of the debate; rather, research and political debate tend to focus on those who have 
difficulties accessing the Swedish labour market. Our project focuses on “successful refugees”. 
That is, refugees who have re-entered their vocations in Sweden, and the pertinent question is: 
what have they done differently to access their vocations when many with similar backgrounds 
(education and training) have failed? The objective of the research project is, hence, to identify 
mechanisms that can contribute to the integration of skilled refugees into their vocations in 
Sweden. By skilled refugees we mean people who are not labour-market migrants and who 
have vocational skills from their countries of origin. We are interested in the perspectives of 
refugees and of their employers. 

 Community of practice and integration as conceptual resources 
The theoretical framework of the project is grounded in the socio-cultural perspective, accord-
ing to which we mediate the world through language, artefacts and practices. Vocational 
knowledge is considered embedded in vocational communities of practice. By vocational prac-
tices, we mean interaction and communication at the workplace as well as the local rules, 
norms, tools and technology used in a vocation. “Community of practice” is Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991, p. 98) concept, “a set of relations among persons, activity, and world that “is an intrinsic 
condition for the existence of knowledge”. Here, the community of practice refers to the rela-
tions, knowledge and activity of a vocation in a workplace. Participation in a community of 
practice is consequently a process of becoming and being an accepted member of the commu-
nity of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). “Becoming” is a process of accessing, while “being” 
is a process of achieving a legitimate participant status. In both processes, it is about acquisition 
of different types of cultural skills and competences as well as acceptance from the community 
of practice. To understand the processes of becoming and being a legitimate participant in a 
community of practice, we adopt a socio-cultural perspective that departs from the notion that 
we interpret and describe the world in different ways and exchange experiences (Säljö, 2015). 

It is important to stress that “legitimate peripheral participation”, according to Lave and 
Wenger (1991), is a position an individual occupies when they are a novice in the vocation in 
relation to “old-timers”, who are considered experts. The majority of refugees, irrespective of 
their experience, are at the periphery of their communities of practice when they arrive in Swe-
den. When the individual finds employment, the appropriation process of becoming and being 
starts — learning cultural tools, vocational language, artefacts and local rules (Säljö, 2015). In 
this process, skilled migrants’ participation in vocational practices, including professional com-
munication, is important for learning. The use of vocational knowledge both acknowledges and 
legitimises a vocation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

The concept of community of practice and the ideas it presents has its critics; for example, 
Cairns (2011) stated that the concept does not fit well with the realities of modern workplaces 
where participating in and learning practices is insufficient — one also needs to cross the 
boundaries of different practices and transform practices. Refugees’ struggles are about cross-
ing boundaries and integrating the knowledge and skills acquired outside Sweden into the dif-
ferent communities of practice in Sweden. 

The concept of integration has been debated over the years. Some define it narrowly, to mean 
that migrants must conform to the norms and values of the dominant societal majority. This 
view has been sharply criticised by Penninx and Garcés-Mascarena (2016). They argue for a 
broader definition of integration, in which migrants are engaged in multiple fields or systems. 
Penninx and Garcés-Mascarena define integration as an open, non-normative “process of be-
coming an accepted part of society” (2016, p. 14). Accordingly, in this study, we perceive in-
tegration as participation in the different life domains of the host society, focusing on the inte-
gration of migrants into their vocations in the Swedish labour market. 
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The research design is a comparative case study and data collection methods include inter-
views with refugees and employers and observations at workplaces. The study focuses specifi-
cally on three vocational areas: the health care sector, the construction sector, and the food 
sector. 

There is critical research on the participation of refugees in the Swedish labour market, as 
the literature review below will point out. These studies can be reduced to the following themes: 
a) finding employment or not; b) factors that facilitate or impede refugees’ access to their vo-
cations; c) measures to promote access to employment and d) employers’ perspectives. It is 
important to point out that there is a conceptual confusion in the use of the notion “immigrant”. 
In Sweden, anybody who has moved to Sweden from another country, whether they came to 
Sweden as a labour immigrant, a refugee or as an asylum seeker, are regarded immigrants. In 
this short paper, we use the notion a refugee because we focus on people who have entered 
Sweden as refugees or asylum seekers in 2000-2020 and who have been awarded permanent 
residency. In addition, we use the notion of a migrant to highlight the broader phenomenon of 
migration. 

 The general employment status of refugees 
There are many studies that show that the employment rate among foreign-born people in Swe-
den varies among people from different countries (Mulinari & Neergaard, 2005; Osman & 
Andersson, 2011; Petersson, 2014; Schierup et al., 2006). Refugees from Latin America and 
migrants from the EU have approximately the same employment rate as native-born people. 
Individuals from Asia and Africa on the other hand, have lower employment rates than the 
native-born Swedes, while individuals from the rest of Europe are somewhere in the middle. 
For example, refugees from the former Yugoslavia, after ten years in the country, show a sig-
nificantly higher rate of employment than refugees from Somalia (Petersson, 2014). In addition, 
this pattern is constant even for those people who have lived in Sweden for years. In other 
words, for some refugees, the country of one’s birth is an important factor in getting a job. 
Furthermore, employed refugees are often appointed to positions below that which their quali-
fications should reasonably entitle them to (Andersson & Fejes, 2010; Andersson & Osman, 
2008; Bengtsson & Mickwitz, 2019). There are various explanations for this. 

One explanation is the refugees’ lack of relevant networks. A study by the Swedish Higher 
Education Authority (UKÄ, 2019) showed that foreign-born people’s lack of social networks 
constrained their ability to find work on par with their educational level. This lack of relevant 
networks is essential and can be partly a consequence of the fact that refugees have a shorter 
history in the Swedish labour market than a person born in Sweden (e.g., Joyce, 2015; Mulinari 
& Neergaard, 2005; Osman, 2012; Vesterberg, 2015). 

Another common explanation identifies the sociocultural dimensions of vocation and skills 
— in other words, the difficulties transferring refugees’ skills into a new context — as an ob-
stacle to employment. This is particularly critical for non-European refugees who have acquired 
their skills, qualifications and competences in developing countries. Potential employers treat 
the qualifications of this category of jobseekers as irrelevant or inferior to local or EU qualifi-
cations and experiences (Andersson & Osman, 2008). 

Finally, discrimination and racism have been identified as a major obstacle for non-European 
refugees. Butorac (2014) stressed intersectional factors — besides language, gender and race, 
Johansson and Sliwa (2016) examined gender, class and nationality. In other words, previous 
studies have focused on different types of deficits. These deficits, or a combination of these 
deficits, such as language, poor networks and discrimination, are said to lead to different types 
of social ills such as residential segregation of migrants and their descendants and the ethnifi-
cation of certain niches in the labour market (Andersson & Osman, 2008). 
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We now shift to the literature review to see what facilitates or impedes the access of refugees 
to their vocations. We will limit our findings and exclude, for example, European citizens’ 
migration to Sweden. 

 Measures to facilitate or impede refugees’ access to their vocation 
In collecting relevant literature, we used databases such as ERIC, Scopus, EBSCO and Science 
Direct. We employed the following search terms (the frequency of resulting hits is shown in 
parenthesis): migrant*1 labor market integration Swed* (168); Skill* migrant* labor market 
integration Swed* (15); migrant* validation Sweden (23); migrant* fast track Sweden (3); mi-
grant* labor market measures Sweden (23). These search terms were located in “key words”; 
articles were published between 2000 and 2020 and were peer reviewed. In addition, we did 
several manual searches based on relevance for the review. The research team read 232 article 
abstracts and removed duplicates. In the final selection, we included 37 articles based on the 
relevance of the review question: “What factors facilitate or impede refugees’ access to their 
vocations in Sweden?” 

Generally, it takes about five to seven years for refugees to establish themselves in the Swe-
dish labour market (e.g., Joyce, 2015). To facilitate and reduce this time, Sweden has imple-
mented several programmes such as the establishment programme, various introduction pro-
grammes and the Fast Track programme. The aim of the Fast Track programme is to help newly 
arrived skilled migrants to enter the labour market faster (Vågen et al., 2019). Thus, the pro-
gramme contributes both to matching employers’ labour needs and to faster access for refugees 
to their prior vocations. A limitation of the programme is that it targets only those vocations 
and sectors where there is a shortage of employees. In the evaluation of the Fast Track pro-
gramme by the Swedish Public Employment Service (Vågen et al., 2019), which also hosts the 
programme, statistics showed that about 50% of programme participants were employed 19-21 
months after the start of the programme. The rate was lower (40%) in higher-level professions 
where a license was required such as medical doctors. An underlying assumption beyond the 
programme was that the cooperation between the Employment Service, the labour market, au-
thorities and educational organisers nationally, thus facilitating continuous dialogue between 
the different sections of the labour market, was key to success (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2017; 
Vågen et al., 2019). 

Validation is an important measure in all national programmes such as Fast Track. Anders-
son and Fejes (2010) raised the question of transferring knowledge and skills between different 
contexts. Diedrich (2014) stressed that migrants’ prior skills were difficult to categorise into a 
stable, standardised occupational classification system and that the validation process was ar-
bitrary and inflexible. He called for a more open assessment that could capture the heterogene-
ity among skilled migrants. The Fast Track evaluation also called for clarification of the process 
of matching people and vocations (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2017). Participants in a study by Rodin 
et al. (2017) perceived another obstacle in the validation process to be the complexity and 
lengthy administrative procedures, also described by Bucken-Knapp et al. (2019). They pointed 
out that Fast Track participants with academic backgrounds said that their failure to access their 
former professions gave them a feeling of loss. Rodin et al. (2017) stated that skilled refugees 
were a group with cultural capital advantage but seemed to struggle with how to operationalise 
it in their new context. 

 Language skills and cultural competence 
In the evaluation of Fast Track, one of the challenges mentioned was the migrants’ weak lan-
guage proficiency despite the activities to strengthen skills in the Swedish language (Vågen et 

 
1  * means that it included different forms of search words 
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al., 2019). Rodin et al. (2017), who interviewed participants in the Fast Track programme, 
claimed that despite their appreciation for language training, the migrants perceived the training 
to be insufficiently linked to vocation-specific language. Bucken-Knapp et al. (2019) explored 
how Syrian refugees experienced the Swedish introduction programme, their findings suggest-
ing that the migrants, mostly the well-educated, were critical of the quality of language lessons. 
The lack of teacher-driven lessons, mixed groups, lots of self-study and arbitrary assessment of 
participants’ language skills were criticised. A study by Andersson and Fejes (2010) that looked 
at validation of vocational competence produced similar findings about migrants’ experiences 
of arbitrary assessment. Migrants claimed that validators of vocational competence had various 
arbitrary assumptions about the language level needed for employment, something that affected 
their assessment (Osman & Andersson, 2011). However, the importance of mastering a voca-
tional language was an opinion shared among the validators interviewed by the researchers. 
Andersson and Fejes (2010) said that migrants who lacked the terms and concepts of the voca-
tional language risked having their competence remain invisible. 

Another important aspect is cultural competence. Teaching participants about Swedish so-
ciety is integral to many introduction programmes and is something that has the potential to 
gradually change participants’ values. For example, findings from a study based on a question-
naire survey conducted with participants in the Fast Track programme for teachers in Sweden, 
suggested a significant development towards more participation-oriented beliefs about learning 
(Economou & Hajer, 2019). The opportunity to learn cultural competence was identified as an 
outcome of vocational practice (Rodin et al., 2017). Besides cultural competence and lack of 
language skills, familiarity with the context was stressed as an explanation for the lower em-
ployment rate among refugees (Dehghanpour Farashah & Blomquist, 2020). 

 Employers’ perspectives 
There are significant differences among firms that recruit non-Western refugees, as Daunfeldt 
et al. (2019) found in their study of Swedish labour market statistics. According to their results, 
companies in service sectors such as hospitality, transport, and healthcare are much more likely 
to hire unemployed non-Western migrants than companies in high-tech and manufacturing in-
dustries. Furthermore, firms with non-Western managers recruit more than four times as many 
unemployed non-Western migrants than firms that have no managers with non-Western origins. 
The researchers explained this by highlighting the importance of social networks or that em-
ployers prefer hiring individuals who are demographically similar to themselves (Osman & 
Thunborg, 2019). 

 Discussion 
Several different ways are used to explain poor participation or the difficulties refugees face 
when accessing their prior vocations in Sweden. The deficit model is typical, and implies that 
refugees have weak language skills, and lack the relevant cultural capital, networks and cultural 
competence. Many international studies support findings that weak language skills limit the 
employment prospects of refugees. For instance, researchers in sociolinguistics have stressed 
the importance of migrants’ linguistic proficiency, and that the degree of language proficiency 
can either widen or limit migrants’ employment opportunities (Johansson & Śliwa, 2016; 
Musgrave & Bradshaw, 2014). But they also pointed out that language proficiency in the host 
community does not automatically lead to social inclusion (Johansson & Śliwa, 2016; Piller, 
2014). There are also studies suggesting that the focus on migrants’ language deficiencies can 
itself create a feeling of exclusion (Butorac, 2014; Major et al., 2014; Piller & Takahashi, 2011). 
Roberts’ (2013) study showed that a lower employment rate among migrants could be the con-
sequence of a lack, not only of language knowledge, but also cultural skills and familiarity with 
the context. An Australian study by Major et al. (2014), especially relevant for this study, 



297 

VETNET ECER Proceedings 2020 

highlighted the central role language plays in the social inclusion and exclusion of migrants in 
workplaces. For example, both self-imposed exclusion due to lack of confidence in using Eng-
lish and active marginalisation by colleagues and customers were identified as critical factors 
in the work context. In line with our study, the researchers emphasise that social inclusion is 
not solely about getting a job, it is also about feelings of connectedness, acceptance and oppor-
tunities for development and advancement in working life. In this respect, interpersonal rela-
tionships at the workplace play a crucial role and language learning and social inclusion are 
dialectically related (Major, et al., 2014; Piller, 2014). 

Unlike the studies focusing on deficits, Ganassin and Johnstone Young (2020) focused on 
success factors in a British study of skilled refugees who had re-entered their prior vocations. 
Many of the factors they describe were found in the Swedish research too, like language profi-
ciency and cultural competence, but the researchers also stressed the importance of individual 
motivation and resilience, and the ability to build social and professional networks. Ganassin 
and Johnstone Young (2020) use the concept of intercultural communication and interaction, 
meaning that factors contributing to migrants’ successful access to their prior professions were, 
for example, curiosity and openness to another culture and an ability to interpret and evaluate 
other perspectives and practices. 

An important aspect is the employers’ view. Dehghanpour Farashah and Blomquist’s (2020) 
findings suggested that migrants’ employment and career outcomes were not merely influenced 
by their human capital and qualifications but also by employers’ values and cultural expecta-
tions. The researchers concluded that for the managers, migrants’ commitment to the host coun-
try’s way of life was more important than their job skills, educational level and language pro-
ficiency. This indicates that socio-cultural competences are important for employment. For an 
individual, the ability to interpret and evaluate perspectives and practices in a workplace and 
act on the basis of this knowledge can be a real door-opener. This is in line with the concept of 
intercultural communication (Ganassin & Johnstone Young, 2020) and Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991) concept of becoming part of a community of practice. But talk of adaptation can lead to 
the assumption that migrants are forced to abandon their cultures and traditions to fit in and 
gain employment in their new societies. To avoid such a conclusion, one need only compare 
migrants with anyone entering new employment, where the keys to success are the same as 
mentioned above: observe, interpret and act accordingly. According to Daunfeldt et al. (2019), 
when firms already have non-European employees, they are more likely to hire non-European 
persons, which makes the entrance of the first employees even more important. If they are ac-
cepted as participants in the community of practice, they can function as door-openers for others 
and contribute to the development of a more inclusive workplace. 

When we compare the Swedish with international studies it is apparent that, regardless of 
context, studies identify similar factors that impede the access of refugees to the work sectors 
in which theRDIy have prior competence. Factors that make it more difficult to gain employ-
ment in a prior vocation are lack of competences, difficulties with transferring vocations and 
vocational knowledge between different societies, difficulties with matching, difficulties with 
validation process and long administrative processes. Some studies highlight criticism of lan-
guage training. 

These impeding factors can be turned around and highlighted as promoting factors. Good 
language skills, socio-cultural competence, networks in the new context and resilience may 
facilitate access to employment, despite a jobseeker having lower qualifications. Furthermore, 
quality in language training and validation processes as well as co-operation between different 
agencies, such as employment services, education organisers and employers may benefit mi-
grants’ access to their vocations. Thus, accessing one’s previous vocation is a complex interplay 
between the individual, the collective and societal processes. In the coming study, we will ex-
amine both those factors which impede and those factors which facilitate the successful 
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inclusion of refugees in the professions that suit their prior knowledges, experiences and com-
petences. 
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