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Editorial 
We are delighted to present the 2023 edition of the VETNET ECER proceedings, titled 

'Trends in Research on Vocational Education and Training', Volume VI.  This year, we are 
particularly excited to be able to welcome all colleagues to Glasgow, three years after the sched-
uled ECER 2020 conference in this very city had to be cancelled due to the challenges posed 
by the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 
In the present circumstances, communities worldwide continue to face various societal 

challenges, including those stemming from the enduring impact of Covid-19, the refugee crisis 
and military conflicts affecting different parts of the world. These challenges underline, more 
than ever, the role of education and lifelong learning in addressing contemporary global issues. 
The conference theme, „The Value of Diversity in Education and Educational Research“, cap-
tures the complexities of educational research, policy and practice during these uncertain times 
and emphasises the need to encourage and maintain societal dialogue while acknowledging the 
multifaceted dimensions of diverse communities and cultures. 

 
The Vocational Education and Training Network (VETNET), as a research community, 

continues to contribute to the cross-cultural dialogue by exploring and sharing research on top-
ics related to Vocational Education and Training (VET), its intersections with other sectors and 
diverse ways of learning and working.  We are proud to present this year’s proceedings. All 
papers in this volume are based on double-blind peer-reviewed abstracts that were accepted for 
presentation at the ECER 2023. Final papers were commented by VETNET board members, 
who also supported authors in revising and refining their contributions.   

 
The papers in this edition offer a platform for sharing and discussing fresh research per-

spectives on VET-related developments across different countries around the world. The impact 
of the social challenges of the past years is evident in the topics discussed within this compila-
tion of papers. The discussion covers a wide range of topics exploring both recent and historical 
developments in VET, delving into the complex interdependencies between social, economic 
and political trends within modern society. The papers engage with both innovative and tradi-
tional methodological approaches to VET research and address socially significant issues re-
lated to policy and practice within and beyond VET, aligning with the broader research priori-
ties of VETNET, which include: 

 
Comparison of VET cultures and Governance of VET systems 
Qualification frameworks, competence assessment 
Teachers’ and trainers’ professional development 
Careers, transitions and guidance & counselling 
Work-based learning, partnership of learning venues 
Social issues in VET and social impact of VET provisions 
Pedagogic support by digital media 
 
The significance of addressing the learning needs of individuals through VET, lifelong 

learning, career support, and inclusion is a recurring theme in this edition. The multidimen-
sional nature of placing the individual at the centre of learning is continuously emphasised 
within this volume, particularly through exploring the complexity of VET, lifelong learning 
and work-related learning through the lens of different disciplines, diverse theories, and fresh 
perspectives.  We are delighted to be able to offer this highly stimulating compilation of papers 
and  hope that the key themes, discussed in this edition, will foster international dialogue, mu-
tual learning, and ongoing collaboration both during and after the conference. We are grateful 
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to all contributors for their invaluable contributions to this volume, which once again, under-
scores the international scope and interdisciplinary nature of our network. We hope that this 
edition will capture the interest not only of our VETNET community but also a wider audience. 
Finally, we extend a warm welcome to both our existing and new members! 
 
 
Dr Natasha Kersh, VETNET board member 
IOE, UCL's Faculty of Education and Society  
 
Dr Christof Nägele, VETNET chair/link convenor of VETNET  
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 
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VET Students’ Perception of Meaningfulness 

Aarkrog, Vibe 
viaa@edu.au.dk, Aarhus University 

Kamstrup, Anne-Katrine 
anka@kp.dk, University College Copenhagen 

Abstract 
Context: The paper concerns the results from a pilot project preceding a current research pro-
ject about students’, teachers’ and trainers’ creation and the students’ perceptions of meaning-
fulness in the transition from school to the first period of workplace-based training in Danish 
VET. The focus on the transition is due to a particularly high dropout rate at that point in time 
in Danish VET. The project is based on the hypothesis that if the students perceive their edu-
cation and the interrelation of school-based and workplace-based training as meaningful, they 
are more likely to complete the VET programme. The research questions are: 1. Which kinds 
of coherence are meaningful to the students? 2. What strengthens the students’ perception of 
meaningfulness in education? The purpose of the pilot project was to clarify the focus and 
methods of the main project. 
Approach: The pilot study was conducted in 2022-2023 and combined a literature desk study 
on research into meaningfulness in VET and a minor qualitative empirical study, including 
focus group interviews with 4-6 students in each of the four VET programmes representing the 
four main areas within Danish VET. In the empirical study, methods (including students mak-
ing notes on post-its and discussing photos from the current VET programme) were tried out, 
the purpose being to encourage the students to articulate their thoughts and ideas about mean-
ingfulness. 
Findings: The results from the desk study shows that the concepts of ‘meaning’ and ‘meaning-
fulness’ are frequently used in VET research. However, the concept is seldom defined and 
seems to be perceived as an automatic consequence of specific activities in VET. Furthermore, 
the desk study showed that perceiving meaningfulness closely relates to perceiving interrela-
tions between theory and practice and school-based and workplace-based training. Likewise, 
the empirical qualitative study showed that the students related meaningfulness to a close in-
terrelation between theory and practice, but also to social interactions with fellow students or 
with colleagues in the work-based training. 
Concerning the methods of the empirical study, the results show that the methods were condu-
cive to the dialogue with the students. 
Conclusion: Based on the results from the pilot project, the main project, that is conducted in 
the period April – December 2023, will focus on operationalizing meaningfulness for studying 
this concept in relation to the students’ transition from school to workplace-based training, fo-
cusing mainly on the authentic learning environments and social interactions among the stu-
dents. 

Keywords: meaningfulness, transition from school to workplace-based training, authenticity, 
social relations 
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1 Introduction 
The dropout rate in Danish VET is high, and consequently, the completion of VET is rela-

tively low (Billett et al., 2022; Aarkrog & Wahlgren, 2020; EVA, 2013). Thus, around half of 
the students complete the VET programme that they have enrolled. Dropout figures show that 
the dropout rate to a great extent can be located to the transition from school-based training to 
workplace-based training. The dropout rate at that time of the programme used to be ascribed 
to lack of apprenticeships. Although it is still difficult within some trades to obtain an appren-
ticeship, the challenges in the transition are also related to the students being anxious about the 
workplace-based training. Focusing on the students’ perception of meaningfulness in the tran-
sition, the aim of the research project is to obtain knowledge that can be used to improve the 
transition at school as well as in the workplaces, consequently reducing dropout. 

Research has shown that one of the major challenges related to drop-out and completion is 
linked to the quality of the dual training system. Quality concerns, among other things, how to 
relate theory and practice and school-based education and workplace-based training (Aarkrog 
& Wahlgren, 2022). The project takes its point of departure in two questions: 1. Which kinds 
of coherence are meaningful to the students? 2. In general, what strengthens the students’ per-
ception of meaningfulness in education?  

The project is conducted between April-December 2023 and is one of several activities in 
a centre for knowledge about VET (CEVEU)¸link: Om Center for viden om erhvervsuddan-
nelser - CEVEU, which was established in 2022. 
In this paper, the aim is to present the results from the pilot project (Aarkrog & Kamstrup, 
2023), the purpose of which was to inspire and qualify the content and methods of the research 
project mentioned above. The pilot project was carried out between October 2022 - March 
2023. 

1.1 Briefly about Danish VET 
Danish VET comprises around 108 programmes organised in four main areas „Food, agri-

culture and experiences“, „Office, trade, and business services“, „Care, health, and pedagogy“, 
and „Technology, construction, and transport“ and offered in four types of schools: agricultural, 
commercial, social and health care and technical schools. The programmes are structured in 
basic courses 1 and 2, each lasting 20 weeks and main courses with various lengths in which 
the students alternate between school-based education and training and workplace-based train-
ing (apprenticeships). 

The research project focuses on students in their final part of basic course 2 and the first 
period of workplace-based training. The empirical study in the pilot project included students 
from the basic courses as well as from the main courses. 

2 Methods in the pilot project 
With the purpose of qualifying the content and methods of the research project, a pilot 

study, including a ' desk study ' and a minor empirical study, was conducted. 

2.1 Method in the desk study 
The desk study is a minor and not a systematic and thorough literature study. The research 

studies included have been selected on the basis of whether they were relevant to our study and 
whether they could elaborate the concept of meaningfulness in VET programmes. The hand-
held desk study focused on the concepts 'meaningful', 'research' & 'vocational students' OR 
‘vocational education and training’. Furthermore, the focus was primarily on research that had 
been completed within the past five years. The search includes the ERIC database in the period 
2019-2023. This resulted in 733 hits, seven of which were relevant. Furthermore, a search for 
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'meaning' and 'meaningfulness' included the following VET research journals: International 
Journal for Research in Vocational Education and Training (IJRVET) (2019-2023) (three rele-
vant articles), Nordic Journal of Vocational Research (NJVET) (2019-2023) (one relevant arti-
cle), Vocations and Learning (2019-2023) (three relevant articles) and the Danish journal, Cog-
nition and Pedagogy (2019-2023) (no relevant articles).  

2.2 Method in the empirical study 
The purpose of the empirical study was to study how VET students perceive and articulate 

meaningfulness in their current education. Furthermore, the purpose was to experiment with 
methods for eliciting the students’ perception of meaningfulness. In focus group interviews 
with students, we tested two methods, please see below. 
It is important to mention that the analysis was based on a relatively limited scope of data. 
Consequently, the results should be perceived as tendencies that can be explored further in the 
main research project. 

The empirical study includes seven focus-group interviews (Morgan, 2010), all taking 
place at vocational schools. The focus group interviews have been conducted with a total of 31 
basic course and main course students representing the four main areas within Danish VET: 
„Food, agriculture and experiences“, „Office, trade, and business services“, „Care, health, and 
pedagogy“, and „Technology, construction, and transport“. Including all the main areas, the 
aim has been to examine whether there is a difference between what students perceive as mean-
ingful across the main areas. At the same time, we have focused on whether there were signif-
icant differences across the four main areas. 

The interviews were recorded, a summary was made of each interview, and central pas-
sages were directly transcribed.  

3 Results 
The presentation below includes results from the desk study and results from the empirical 

study. 

3.1 Results from the desk study 
The desk study on research into the concept of meaningfulness and perception of meaning-

fulness in VET shows that: 
While ‘meaningfulness’ is used in a number of articles (e.g., Hersom et al., 2019; EPINION 

& DPU, 2020), there are relatively few examples of the concept being defined and operation-
alised in VET research. Thus, there is a lack of knowledge about how students, teachers, and 
trainers create and perceive the concepts of meaningfulness, meaningful learning, and mean-
ingful interrelations and whether they differ in their perceptions. 

In relation to working life, meaningfulness has been defined and elaborated (Ravn, 2008). 
Ravn argues that the individual can realise potentials for creating meaningful coherence as well 
as assisting others in realising their potentials. Thus, meaningful coherence is not only created 
for the individuals; they also participate in the creation. Four factors go into realising potentials 
for meaningful coherence: realising own strengths, creating value for customers and the outside 
world, using one’s abilities for the benefit of others, and social interaction through collaborating 
in a working community (Ravn 2008). Another study highlights the significance of professional 
identity for perceiving meaningfulness (Vähäsantanen et al., 2019). Finally, a study shows that 
to young people, meaningfulness at work is to contribute to creating value (Farrugia, 2019). 

However, research into meaningfulness primarily focuses on school-based education and 
training. Inspired by Ausubel’s concept of meaningful learning (Ausubel, 1968), studies have 
pointed to factors that promote the students’ perception of meaningful learning (Jonassen et al., 
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2003; Howland et al., 2012). The factors include that the students should participate actively in 
the learning process and cooperate; the students’ experiences should be included in the training; 
the students should relate learning to the real world; they should formulate their own learning 
goals, formulate what they learn and reflect on their learning. To support these learning pro-
cesses, the teachers should clarify the goals of the training, interrelate the various concepts of 
the training, facilitate discussions among the students, and include the students’ experiences 
(Hinojosa & Arévalo, 2022). 

Research shows that the creation of links between school-based education and training and 
workplace-based training, e.g., through working in authentic learning environments, is im-
portant for the students ' experience of meaningfulness, e.g., in relation to teaching natural sci-
ence subjects (Andersen et al., 2022) or learning through going on field trips (Norby et al., 
2017). Learning in authentic environments is also important for vulnerable students’ experience 
of meaningfulness, motivating them for continuing in education (Schmid et al., 2021). Problem-
based training, including solving authentic problems promotes the students’ feeling of mean-
ingfulness (Hsbollah & Hassan, 2022; Koskinen & Pitkäniemi, 2022). Finally, digital tools can 
support the experience of authenticity and, consequently meaningfulness (Brito et al., 2021; 
Jonassen et al., 2003; Tüzün et al., 2021; Xiaofang, 2021). 

Inspired by Etienne Wenger’s concepts of ‘community of practice’ and ‘negotiating mean-
ing’ (Wenger, 1998), experience of meaningfulness involves construction of meaning (Asplund 
et al., 2021), feedback from the teacher on the students’ learning process promoting the process 
of collective creation of meaning (Johannsson et al., 2019). 

Finally, personal factors influence perception of meaningfulness. A study based on the 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2017) shows that fulfilling four psychological 
needs: autonomy, competence, sense of belonging, and beneficence for others strengthens the 
feeling of meaningfulness (Martela et al., 2018). In a current PhD study, it is argued that the 
students’ general resources of resistance influence their experience of meaningfulness. Thus, 
the teacher can support the students’ experience of meaningfulness by identifying their general 
resources of resistance (Hansen & Utvær, 2022). 

Summing up, the studies included show that meaningfulness has mainly been researched 
in relation to school-based education and training. Furthermore, the experience of meaningful-
ness in VET is not only linked to the correlation between theory and practice or between school 
and training. The experience of meaningfulness is, for example, created by the student being 
able to set goals, be active in the learning process, and reflect. In addition, fulfilment of psy-
chological needs and resources of resistance are important for the perception of meaningful-
ness. Therefore, the research project should focus on meaningfulness in a broad sense. 

3.2 Results from the empirical study 
On the basis of the empirical study, three findings can particularly be identified that are 

interesting to focus on in the next part of the research project. Furthermore, we briefly present 
the results of testing two interview techniques. 

Like the desk study, the empirical study shows that the students perceive their education 
as meaningful when theoretical knowledge is related to the current vocation: 

„We have some courses that we can see that we can use in the future. (…) For example, in 
Danish, we learn about professional communication and documentation. It is easier to relate 
our courses to reality then than if you, e.g., were to learn German” (Student basic course, com-
mercial programme). 

It is also important that the students can use the knowledge in practice: „It is important that 
you can use, what you learn, and that the teacher can explain the use of what you learn, e.g., to 
learn why you have to fry a steak in a certain way” (student main course catering programme). 
Some subjects or courses are perceived as meaningful while others are not, depending on the 
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students’ perceptions of what they need to know in their future occupation. Thus, the quotation 
also shows that it is important that the teacher can explain to the students why they have to learn 
this or that. 

Meaningfulness depends on exchanging knowledge between school and workplaces: 
„There is a lack of understanding between the internship company and the school. „My 

company does not know what it means to be a student at a vocational school. So that's what I 
have to explain to them. Of course, they ask questions about why it should be in this way. And 
it can be difficult to answer as a student.” (Student, main programme, technical design). 

Focus on the transitions from school to workplace and vice versa is important for under-
standing the students’ experiences on meaningfulness. 

The empirical analysis shows that meaningfulness not only relates to the content of the 
programmes and the interrelation of theory and practice. The students also emphasise the social 
environment at the school as well as an attractive working community in their future jobs as 
important for the experience of meaningfulness. The interviews with basic course students high-
light the social environment at the school as important: 

„I mentioned it to a teacher [that the students would like social activities, ed.], who said 
that this is a learning place and not a social community. But I just think that it may very well 
be a learning place, but you cannot learn if you do not feel at ease socially” (Student basic 
course commercial). 

Students in the main programme have less focus on the social environment both at school 
and at work than the basic course students. There may be different reasons for this (e.g., that 
they are older, or that they have become more focused their professional interests). When think-
ing about the social relations at work, the students think about professional cooperation: „I look 
forward to meeting my colleagues, discussing how to accomplish a task. It is meaningful for 
me to be part of a collegial community about treating citizens and feeling confident among your 
colleagues.” (Student basic course, social and health care). 

As mentioned above the pilot project has included testing ways of talking with the students 
about meaningfulness. The one method tried was to have the students noting down their expe-
riences of meaningfulness in their education, followed by the students exchanging and discus-
sion their perceptions. The other method included that each student should choose two photos 
that he or she perceived as meaningful, showing situations from the school-based or workplace-
based training in the current VET programme. Afterwards the students would argue for their 
choice of photos and eventually the students together should prioritize the photos, again arguing 
for the order of photos. The test of these techniques shows that focus-group interviews and the 
use of activating elements in the interview encourage the students to reflect on their perception 
of meaningfulness. 

4 Conclusion 
Showing that meaningfulness is rather frequently used in research about learning in VET, 

however rarely defined and operationalised, the research project will focus on students’, teach-
ers’, and trainers’ perception of the concept of meaningfulness. To make the informants reflect 
on the concept, the interviews will be structured around the psychological needs of SDT. 

The desk study as well as the empirical study shows that the interrelations of theory and 
practice and school-based and workplace- based learning are important for the students’ per-
ception of meaningfulness. The empirical analysis shows that the students ' perception of mean-
ingfulness may develop depending on how long they are in the VET programme. Based on the 
analysis of differences between basic course and main course students, it can be assumed that 
the students experience meaningfulness differently, depending on whether they participate in a 
basic programme or a main programme and depending on whether they refer to training in a 
school or to training in an apprenticeship. In the research project, to obtain a detailed impression 
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of what the students perceive as meaningful, it is therefore important to interview the students 
both at school and in the workplaces. The focus will be on the activities organised by teachers 
in the school-based training and by trainers in the workplace-based training that have a positive 
impact on the students’ perception of meaningfulness. Furthermore, the students should be un-
derstood as active participants in creating meaningfulness. Do the students develop their way 
of creating and perceiving meaningfulness during the education? 

Whereas the desk study did not provide knowledge about the influence of the social learn-
ing and training environment on perception of meaningfulness, the empirical study shows that 
the students perceive the social environment to be important for their perception of meaning-
fulness. Furthermore, that the students in the basic course seem to differ from students in the 
main course in relation to their specific needs for a social environment. Consequently, the re-
search project includes studying the significance of the social environment for the students' 
experience of meaningfulness, focusing on differences among students at school, respectively 
in apprenticeships. Seen in the light of the relatively large drop-out rate in the transition from 
the basic programme to the main programme, it is important to study whether the dropout rate 
can also be linked to the students not fulfilling their social needs and expectations in the transi-
tion to onboarding the apprenticeship. 
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Abstract 
Context: The demand for workers in the labour market is changing, and due to that, there is, 
therefore, a particular need to develop systems for forecasting labour demand. To this end, 
Cedefop has developed a tool that provides comprehensive estimates of labour market trends 
up to 2030 in all EU Member States. Importantly, this tool has two improvement areas. Firstly, 
its estimates are not directly linked to the system of skills provision, including initial Vocational 
Education and Training (IVET), and, secondly, the results are not at the regional level, which 
offers a particularly appropriate scenario for analysing the dynamics generated between human 
capital and development. 
Approach: the main contribution of the article is the development of a new methodology, based 
on Cedefop’s Spanish estimates, for estimating the degree of horizontal mismatch between the 
number of graduates with IVET studies by fields of knowledge per Spanish region and the 
number of job opportunities by economic sector (NACE code letter) between 2022 and 2030. 
Findings: The horizontal mismatch in the construction sector is very pronounced. This is also 
the case for agriculture and fishing, and manufacturing. The services sector is balanced. 
Conclusion: Technical occupations will continue to be relevant in the current and future labour 
market, although these occupations will likely undergo intrinsic changes. One of these changes 
should be directed towards the supply of the labour market with people trained in different 
fields of knowledge. 

 
Keyword: horizontal mismatch, forecasting tool, IVET supply, regional development 

1 Context 
The demand for workers in the labour market is changing, as it can be evidenced with the 

vast amount of literature around this topic published during the last two decades. We are in a 
time of ambiguity and questioning as a result of the integration of different megatrends: digital, 
green and demographic (Naisbitt & Bisesi, 1983; Opik et al., 2018). There is, therefore, a par-
ticular need to develop systems for forecasting labour demand. Matching skills, supply and 
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demand is crucial for the development of education, economic development and inclusion pol-
icies in times of uncertainty. 

To this end, Cedefop has developed a tool that provides comprehensive estimates of labour 
market trends up to 20301 in all EU Member States. This tool has two improvement areas. 
Firstly, its estimates are not directly linked to the system of skills provision, including Initial 
Vocational Education and Training (IVET). IVET is of particular interest because of its strate-
gic importance for industrial development and employment (Lund & Karlsen, 2020; Spöttl & 
Windelband, 2021). This importance is greater in some countries (Germany, Denmark, Austria) 
with a high share of the labour force with post-secondary vocational education (OECD, 2010; 
Pusterla & Renold, 2022) 

Similarly, it provides data at the national level, and as Alfred Marshall (1920) has ex-
plained, the concentration of economic activity, innovation and economic performance in cer-
tain places is mainly understood in terms of their local labour markets and localised processes 
of labour force development. In this respect, the regional level offers a particularly appropriate 
scenario for analysing the dynamics generated between human capital and development (Canal 
Dominguez, 2021) and to deliver an effective local policy (Sevinc et al., 2020). Other authors 
have also highlighted the relevance of technical profiles linked to IVET (ILO, 2012) as condu-
cive to regional development (Retegi & Navarro, 2018; Teslenko et al., 2021; Toner & Wool-
ley, 2016). Finally, within the same country, at the regional level, there may be significant 
differences between VET systems, both in terms of supply and demand for VET workers 
(Kleinert et al., 2018; Moso-Diez et al., 2022; Schuster & Margarian, 2021; Weßling et al., 
2015). 

For all the above reasons, the main contribution of the article is the development of a new 
methodology for estimating the degree of horizontal mismatch between the number of gradu-
ates with IVET studies by fields of knowledge per Spanish region between 2022 and 2030 and 
the number of job opportunities by economic sector (NACE code letter) in the same period of 
time associated to these IVET professional field. This type of mismatch, known as 'horizontal 
mismatch' (Robst, 2007), occurs when a worker's job is not related to his or her field of study. 
This type of mismatch is also known as 'field of study mismatch' and allows us to know whether 
VET fields of study are properly aligned with labour market demands at the regional level. 
Among other things, the proper matching of supply and demand in the labour market can in-
crease the productivity of firms, because when individuals are well matched to their occupa-
tions, the knowledge and skills acquired through education are optimally used in the labour 
market (Somers et al., 2019). 

This tool is built based on Cedefop estimates and the Spanish Labour Force Survey, two 
accessible sources that would allow it to be replicated and improved for the rest of the regions 
in all EU-27 countries. 

2 Approach: Methodology, Methods, Research Instruments or Sources Used 
The main contributions of the new methodology presented in this article are: 
• To estimate the number of IVET-related job opportunities to be created from 2022 to 

2030 
• To link IVET-related job opportunities to the education system by calculating the hor-

izontal mismatch for the same period 
• To develop a forecasting tool that could be replicated into other regions within the EU-

27 
To this end, a forecasting tool has been developed, and it has 5 stages. 

 
 

1  In April 2023, Cedefop updated its estimates. They now range from 2022 to 2035. 
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2.1 Estimation of the net change of employment between 2022-2030 in the Spanish re-
gions. 
First, the Cedefop Skills Forecast model is used to calculate the Spanish sectoral inter-

annual rate of change in employment from 2022-2030. These estimates are then applied to the 
2021 Labour Force Survey (LFS) results for the Spanish regions by economic activity (NACE 
code letters). 

2.2 Estimation of the global amount of job opportunities (expansion/contraction and re-
placement) at a regional level 
Cedefop's estimates make it feasible to distinguish between the job opportunities created 

each year in a given labour market as a result of two main sources: 
• On the one hand, by 2030, some economic sectors will employ more people globally 

(expanding), while others will employ fewer (contracting). 
• In parallel, other job opportunities will be created by replacing existing workers who 

leave the labour market (due to retirement, disability, etc). Cedefop has calculated the 
total number of replacement job opportunities by economic sectors at the national level 
between 2018 and 2030. Due to that, we take the national average for the period by 
sector to adjust it to the regional level. In this regard, there are considerable regional 
differences in employment by age in Spain. In some regions, the working population is 
characterised by a high degree of ageing (e.g. Asturias, Basque Country, Castilla y 
León). To carry out this operation, Spanish social security data were used to calculate 
the percentage of people aged over 55 for each region and sector. On the basis of this 
calculation, the national average was corrected and adjusted to the regional level. 

 
Finally, in this stage, the annual average replacement job opportunities by sector are added 

to the annual expansion/contraction opportunities. The final result can be considered as the total 
job opportunities. 

3 Allocation of job opportunities to IVET 
In order to estimate the employment opportunities attributable to VET, we have taken as a 

reference the evolution of the percentage of the employed population with intermediate and 
advanced VET studies in each sector (CNAE letter) from 2014 to 2021. On this basis, the evo-
lution of the percentage of the employed population with VET studies in the employment of 
each sector from 2022 to 2030 has been estimated using the method of least squares. These 
percentages were then applied to the total employment opportunities for the same period to 
obtain the absolute and gross number of opportunities attributable to VET. 

A positive adjustment factor has been applied to gross employment opportunities to take 
account of the potential impact of the exceptional event of the entry into effect of the ground-
breaking Organic Law on the Organisation and Integration of Vocational Training. This law 
will lead to a transformation of the system, among other things through a greater allocation of 
resources, which will be reflected in an increase in the number of training places offered. This 
is expected to increase the number of IVET graduates who will eventually be effectively inte-
grated into the labour market and, as a result, increase the weight of IVET in the working pop-
ulation. 

The mechanism by which the VET Act is expected to affect the number of IVET graduates 
is based on the assumption that the Act will bring Spain closer to the EU-14 as a whole in terms 
of the percentage of VET graduates out of the total number of post-compulsory graduates (ex-
cluding Masters and PhDs). The EU-14 has been chosen as a reference, as it is made up of the 
most advanced countries in the EU in terms of education and is more comparable to Spain. 
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These countries have education systems with an occupational structure in which the weight of 
vocational training is higher. 

The adjustment factor has been calculated as the average difference in percentage points 
between 2016 and 2020 between the number of graduates in IVET (ISCED 35, 45 and 554) and 
the number of graduates in post-compulsory education (up to university level: ISCED 3-6) aged 
15-29 for the EU-14 as a whole and for Spain. 

The average of the resulting five-year gap, calculated on the basis of Eurostat data, is 4.5 
points. The Organic Law on VET is therefore expected to reduce this gap between Spain and 
the EU-14 from 2026 onwards, when its effects are expected to be noticed. Thus, a cumulative 
growth of 4.5 points has been applied to the percentage of employment opportunities for VET 
between 2026 and 2030. This positive average has been applied to all sectors using the cumu-
lative rate of change. 

4 Connection between each economic sector to the IVET fields of knowledge 
In Spain, the VET system is divided among 26 different fields of knowledge as it can be 

seen in the (Table 1). The fields of knowledge, also known as professional branches, are the set 
of qualifications into which the Spanish National System for Qualifications and Vocational 
Education and Training are structured. The four main economic sectors (Table 1) can be linked 
to IVET fields of knowledge using a correspondence table elaborated by the Spanish Employ-
ment Public Service (known as SEPE in Spain). 

 
Table 1 
Sectoral linking of Spanish IVET fields of knowledge 
Sector VET fields of knowledge 

Agriculture, fisheries, mining and 
energy 

Agriculture 
Energy and Water 
Maritime and Fishing Industry 
Extraction Industry 

Manufacturing 

Electricity and Electronics 
Mechanical Manufacturing 
Food Industry 
Installation and Maintenance 
Wood, Furniture and Cork 
Chemistry 
Security and Environment 
Textiles, Clothing Industry and Leather 
Glass and Ceramics 

Construction  Construction and Civil work 

Services 

Physical and Sports Activity 
Administration and Management 
Graphic Arts 
Arts and Crafts 
Trade and Marketing 
Hospitality and tourism 
Personal Image 
Image and Sound 
Information and Communication Technology 
Health 
Sociocultural and Community Services 
Transport and Vehicles Maintenance 
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5 Estimation of the IVET job opportunities by professional fields and the estimation of 
horizontal mismatch 
The annual IVET job opportunities by main sector are crossed with the number of gradu-

ates that are effectively entering into the labour market linked in 2022 for each related field of 
knowledge (Table 1). At this point it is important to emphasise that not all IVET graduates enter 
the labour market after completing their studies. Some of them continue their studies at a higher 
level of VET or at university. For this reason, we have corrected this figure using data from the 
Spanish Survey on the Transition from Education to Work (known as ETEFIL). According to 
this, 63% of the annual IVET graduates enter the labour market. 

 
Table 2 
Methodological stages to calculate the regional horizontal mismatch  

 Name of the Stage Source(s) 

1 Estimation of the net variation of employment between 2022-2030 -Cedefop Skills Forecast 
-Spanish LFS microdata  

2 Estimation of the replacement opportunities between 2022-2030 
-Cedefop Skills Forecast 
-Spanish LFS microdata 
-Social Security Data  

3 Allocation of the job opportunities to IVET -LFS  
4 Connection between each economic sector to the IVET knowledge fields -SEPE 

5 Estimation of the IVET job opportunities by field of knowledge and hori-
zontal mismatch 

-LFS 
-ETEFIL  

 

6 Findings 
The results obtained for one of the Spanish regions, namely Andalusia, are shown below. 

This is because space limitations do not allow us to show the data for each of the 17 regions. In 
any case, the methodology applied and the data obtained would be similar for each of the Span-
ish regions. 

Between 2022 and 2030, a total of 1,231,921 job opportunities will be created in Andalusia, 
87% of which will be replacement opportunities. On the other hand, of the 20 sectors analysed 
(Table 3), 5 will suffer a total contraction in employment (NACE A, C, H, Q and S). However, 
these will generate job opportunities as a result of the large number of replacement opportuni-
ties that will arise in all sectors. On the contrary, the sectors in which proportionally the highest 
percentage of opportunities will be generated by expansion will be the NACE: P, J, K and F. 
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Table 3 
Total and IVET job opportunities by sector (NACE letter) 

ANDALUSIA 
(Job opportunities 22-30) 

TOTAL 
Job Op-
portuni-

ties  

EXPAN-
SIÓN/CO
NTRAC-

CION 
Job Op-
portuni-

ties 

RE-
PLACE-

MENT 
Job Op-
portuni-

ties 

% 
EXP/CO

N 

% 
REPL 

IVET 
Job Op-
portuni-

ties 

IVET 
/TOTAL 

Job op-
portuni-

ties 

A: Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing 38.449 - 52.079 90.528 -135% 235% 7.366 19% 

B: Mining and quarrying 460 - 928 1.388 -202% 302% 102 22% 
C: Manufacturing 59.730 - 17.602 77.332 -29% 129% 21.602 36% 
D: Electricity, gas, steam 
and air-conditioning supply  

5.384 811 4.573 15% 85% 1.590 30% 

E: Water supply, sewerage, 
waste management and re-
mediation 

8.751 1.509 7.242 17% 83% 2.490 28% 

F: Construction 106.666 38.414 68.252 36% 64% 24.516 23% 
G: Wholesale and retail 
trade, repair of motor vehi-
cles and motorcycles 

216.554 55.548 161.006 26% 74% 66.217 31% 

H: Transportation and stor-
age 46.368 - 1.597 47.965 -3% 103% 12.552 27% 

I: Accommodation and food 
service activities 121.896 18.821 103.076 15% 85% 24.475 20% 

J: Information and commu-
nication 25.499 9.857 15.642 39% 61% 7.484 29% 

K: Financial and insurance 
activities 28.548 10.370 18.179 36% 64% 4.567 16% 

L: Real estate activities 10.140 2.982 7.158 29% 71% 2.553 25% 
M: Professional, scientific 
and technical activities 43.084 1.932 41.152 4% 96% 7.524 17% 

N: Administrative and sup-
port service activities 80.887 26.700 54.187 33% 67% 18.725 23% 

O: Public administration and 
defense, compulsory social 
security 

132.351 21.829 110.522 16% 84% 28.978 22% 

P: Education 111.204 45.561 65.643 41% 59% 10.472 9% 
Q: Human health and social 
work activities 100.140 - 12.326 112.466 -12% 112% 34.153 34% 

R: Arts, entertainment and 
recreation 24.260 3.213 21.047 13% 87% 6.237 26% 

S: Other services 21.865 - 5.465 27.330 -25% 125% 16.167 74% 
T: Activities of households 
as employers; undifferenti-
ated goods- and services-
producing activities of 
households for own use 

49.684 12.262 37.422 25% 75% 5.527 11% 

Total 1.231.921 159.811 1.072.110 13% 87% 303.299 25% 
 
Of the total number of job opportunities offered to the entire working population of Anda-

lusia, more than 300,000 will correspond to people with IVET studies, which would represent 
slightly less than 25% of the total number of opportunities. It can be seen that in some sectors 
the percentage of job opportunities for people with IVET studies is higher than in others. This 
is particularly the case in sectors NACE C, J and Q. 
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Table 4 
Horizontal mismatch estimation by main sectors  

ANDALUSIA 
TOTAL 
IVET Job 
Opportunities 

ANNUAL 
IVET Job 
Opportunities  

TOTAL 
IVET 
GRADU-
ATES 

WORKING 
IVET 
GRADU-
ATES 

HORIZON-
TAL MISS-
MATCH 

% IVET op-
portunities/ 
IVET gradu-
ates working 

Agriculture, fish-
eries, mining and 
energy 

7.366 818 1.663 1.131 313 28% 

Manufacturing 25.784 2.865 5.027 3.418 553 16% 

Construction 24.516 2.724 328 223 -2.501 -1122% 

Services 245.631 27.292 38.507 26.185 -1.107 -4% 

Total 303.297 33.699 45.525 30.957 -2.742 -9% 
 

Calculating the horizontal mismatch within the labour market (Table 4), it can be seen that 
in Andalusia the system graduates around 45,000 people per year. Of these, 31,000 end up 
actually working, as many IVET graduates continue their studies either within the VET system 
itself or in higher education. Of the total number of graduates, the system provides the labour 
market with an annual surplus of 28% in the agricultural sector and 16% in the manufacturing 
sector. On the other hand, the deficit of people trained for the service sector is 4%, while for 
the construction sector the annual deficit is enormous, reaching 1122%, i.e. for every 2,724 job 
opportunities per year, the system graduates 223 people who effectively enter the labour mar-
ket. 

7 Conclusions 
Today, in view of the profound changes caused by the megatrends, (digitalisation, polari-

sation of the labour market, hollowing out...), it seems very pertinent to translate Cedefop's 
calculations to the regional level and to link them to the training system to promote public 
policies related to education, among other things. As the literature has shown, an adequate 
match between the training system and labour market demand is essential to promote economic 
growth, innovation and social cohesion. In order to do this properly, it is necessary to carry out 
the analysis from a regional perspective, since in Spain, for example, training systems and the 
productive fabric differ considerably at regional level. This may be essential for any level of 
training, but it is even more relevant for VET, whose educational purpose, as Billett (2011) 
points out, is mainly focused on identifying the knowledge necessary for the effective perfor-
mance of an occupation. 

In this sense, the results for the region of Andalusia show that there is a horizontal mis-
match of different magnitudes in all sectors. The sector that seems to be the most adjusted is 
the services sector, where the education system should provide the labour market with 4% more 
people per year with studies related to it. This sector is the most relevant in terms of employ-
ment and, therefore, the one that will create the most job opportunities until 2030, so, in general, 
the level of mismatch does not seem particularly high. However, the remaining sectors, alt-
hough employing a smaller number of workers, show higher levels of mismatch: the fields of 
knowledge that naturally feed the agricultural sector bring 28% more people into the labour 
market than they should ideally do, which may lead some of these people to end up in sectors 
that are unsuitable for the type of training they have received. In the case of the manufacturing 
sector, the same percentage would reach 16%. In the construction sector, the difference is very 
significant, reaching 1122%. This means that while there are 2,724 job openings per year, there 
are 223 people with sector-specific training entering in the sector. This, as in the agricultural 
sector, is likely to lead to a tendency to recruit people with other training and other low levels 
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of education, thus stimulating the low-skill traps that have always been closely linked to the 
construction sector in Spain. In any case, it is evident that in line with the arguments of Brown 
(2020) and Autor (2015), technical occupations will continue to be very relevant in the current 
and future labour market, although these occupations are likely to undergone intrinsic changes. 

Likewise, it is necessary to highlight a number of limitations which, in our opinion, could 
improve the tool when applied to other territories. Firstly, it is based on large sectors. For ex-
ample, in the case of the services sector, which has a considerable diversity of activities, more 
adjusted estimates could be developed to these subsectors. At the same time, the fields of 
knowledge selected and linked to economic activities correspond to an ideal scenario, i.e. not 
all people graduating in this field of knowledge are necessarily linked to the sector associated 
with their training. Nevertheless, we consider the tool to be very valuable because of its adapt-
ability to other regions in which these improvements can be developed. 

Finally, the tool has been designed to be replicated and refined by other scholars in other 
European regions. The two main statistical sources on which it is based are the LFS and the 
estimates developed by Cedefop, both of which are accessible at European level. Indeed, 
Cedefop’s estimates were updated in April 2023 and now cover the period up to 2035. The 
scope of the application of these estimates is also broad, as they can be used to measure the 
level of horizontal mismatch but also, for instance, to guide reskilling strategies through con-
tinuing vocational training. To do this, it is necessary to combine this type of estimation with a 
more specific knowledge of the transformations undergone by the different occupations asso-
ciated with VET. Another analytical derivation of the present tool of particular interest which 
has not been explored in depth is directly related to replacement opportunities. Currently, in 
view of the ageing of the population in many regions of Europe, it would be highly pertinent to 
develop analytical tools to establish the extent to which the skills supply system is capable of 
supplying people workforce to the labour market on an annual basis compared to those who 
need to be replaced. 

References 
Autor, D. H. (2015). Why Are There Still So Many Jobs? The History and Future of Workplace Automation. The 

Journal of Economic Perspectives, 29(3), 3-30. https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.29.3.3 
Billett, S. (2011). Vocational education: Purposes, traditions and prospects. Springer Science & Business Media. 
Brown, P. (2020). Some observations on the race to higher education, digital technologies and the future of work. 

Journal of Education and Work, 33(7-8), 491-499. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2020.1852500 
Canal Dominguez, J. F. (2021). Higher education, regional growth and cohesion: insights from the Spanish case. 

Regional Studies, https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2021.1901870 
ILO (2012) International Standard Classification of Occupations. Structure, group definitions and correspond-

ence tables. ISCO08 (vol. I), Geneva: International Labour Office 
Kleinert, C., Vosseler, A., & Blien, U. (2018). Classifying vocational training markets. The Annals of Regional 

Science, 61(1), 31-48. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-017-0856-z 
Lund, H. B., & Karlsen, A. (2020). The importance of vocational education institutions in manufacturing regions: 

adding content to a broad definition of regional innovation systems. Industry and Innovation, 27(6), 660-679. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13662716.2019.1616534 

Moso-Diez, M., Mondaca-Soto, A., Gamboa, J. P., & Albizu-Echevarría, M. (2022). A Quantitative Cross-Re-
gional Analysis of the Spanish VET Systems From a Systemic Approach: From a Regional Comparative VET 
Research Perspective. International Journal for Research in Vocational Education and Training, 9(1), 120-
145. https://doi.org/10.13152/IJRVET.9.1.6 

Marshall A. (1920) Principles of Economics (8th ed.), London: Macmillan 
Naisbitt, J., & Bisesi, M. (1983). Megatrends: Ten New Directions Transforming Our Lives. Sloan Management 

Review, 24(4), 69. 
OECD. (2010). Learning for Jobs. https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264087460-en 
Opik, R., Kirt, T., & Liiv, I. (2018). Megatrend and Intervention Impact Analyzer for Jobs: A Visualization Method 

for Labor Market Intelligence. Journal of Official Statistics, 34(4), 961-979. https://doi.org/10.2478/jos-2018-
0047 



16 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

Pusterla, F., & Renold, U. (2022). Does ICT affect the demand for vocationally educated workers? Swiss Journal 
of Economics and Statistics, 158(1), 22. https://doi.org/10.1186/s41937-022-00101-8 

Retegi, J., & Navarro, M. (2018). Los centros de Formación Profesional ante los retos de las RIS3. El caso de 
Navarra. Ekonomiaz, 94 (1) (pp. 56-77) 

Robst, J. (2007). Education, College Major, and Job Match: Gender Differences in Reasons for Mismatch. Edu-
cation Economics, 15(2), 159-175. https://doi.org/10.1080/09645290701263070 

Schuster, K., & Margarian, A. (2021). Vocational training choice from a regional perspective. Empirical Research 
in Vocational Education and Training, 13(1), 1-39. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40461-020-00105-9 

Sevinc, D., Green, A., Bryson, J. R., Collinson, S., Riley, R., & Adderley, S. (2020). Ensuring skills are available 
in the right locations: are we there yet? A regional analysis of qualification gaps. Regional Studies, 54(8), 1149-
1159. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2020.1740190 

Somers, M. A., Cabus, S. J., Groot, W., & Maassen van den Brink, H. (2019). Horizontal mismatch between 
employment and field of education: Evidence from a systematic literature review. Journal of Economic Sur-
veys, 33(2), 567-603. https://doi.org/10.1111/joes.12271 

Spöttl, G., & Windelband, L. (2021). The 4th industrial revolution – its impact on vocational skills. Journal of 
Education and Work, 34(1), 29-52. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2020.1858230 

Teslenko, V., Melnikov, R., & Bazin, D. (2021). Evaluation of the impact of human capital on innovation activity 
in Russian regions. Regional Studies, Regional Science, 8(1), 109-126. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2021.1900744 

Toner, P., & Woolley, R. (2016). Perspectives and debates on vocational education and training, skills and the 
prospects for innovation. Revista Espanola De Sociologia, 25(3), 319-342. 

Weßling, K., Hartung, A., & Hillmert, S. (2015). Spatial structure counts: the relevance of regional labour-market 
conditions for educational transitions to vocational training. Empirical Research in Vocational Education and 
Training, 7(12), 20-7:12<20. >https://doi.org/10.1186/s40461-015-0024-6 

Biographical notes 
Mikel Albizu Echevarria is a pre-doctoral researcher at Orkestra-Basque Institute of Competi-
tiveness, fully involved in creation of the Spanish VET Observatory. His main research lines 
are related to job creation in local economies and the role of VET within it. 

 
Dr Juan Pablo Gamboa-Navarro is researcher at Orkestra-Basque Institute of Competitiveness. 
He leads the research line on VET and the scientific development of the Spanish VET Obser-
vatory. Other fields of interest for him are employability and career development. 

 
Dr Mónica Moso-Diez is the Head and Principal Investigator of the R&D Centre of a privat 
non-profit foundation (CaixaBank Dualiza), Spain. Main topics are related to VET system as 
an innovation ecosystem and sustainability, and VET indicators (Spanish VET Observatory). 

 
Antonio Mondaca-Soto is a Senior Researcher in the R&D unit of a private non-profit founda-
tion, Spain. His research interests focus on quantitative methodologies and statistical analysis 
on VET, highlighting the Spanish VET Observatory (www.observatoriofp.com ). 



 17 

 
Copyrighted material  ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 Glasgow 

Avis, J. (2023). Pursuing equity, vocational education and training and social justice. In C. Nägele, N. Kersh, & 
B. E. Stalder (Eds.), Trends in vocational education and training research, Vol. VI. Proceedings of the European 
Conference on Educational Research (ECER), Vocational Education and Training Network (VETNET) (pp. 17–
24). https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8208329  
 

Pursuing Equity, Vocational Education and Training and Social Justice 

Avis, James 
j.avis@hud.ac, j.avis@derby.ac.uk, SEPD, University of Huddersfield, UK, IoE, Derby Uni-
versity, UK 

Abstract 
Context: The paper seeks to problematise conceptualisations of VET and its relationship to 
social justice. VET occupies a liminal space between postsecondary and higher education. The 
paper explores debates that engage with understandings of equity, social justice, VET as well 
as the constituencies it addresses. Substantively the paper is set in the English context. 
Approach: The paper is rooted in policy scholarship, with its methodology set in a critical 
engagement with the relevant literature, adopting an approach derived from critical theory. The 
paper examines the available national statistics and policy documents, as well as the discourses 
used in current research in the field. 
Findings: The paper confirms that patterns of inequality have not substantially changed over 
the last 50 years in relation to VET and the disadvantaged groups it allegedly serves. In addition, 
it examines the limits and possibilities surrounding VET and its conceptualisations. VET is 
Janus-like, pointing in a number of different directions. Consequently, it is a site of struggle, as 
are constructions of equity, equality and meritocracy. 
Conclusion: VET and its conceptualisation are sites of struggle. Although its progressive af-
fordances are constrained by the hegemony of capitalist and employer interests, it can be bent 
to secure community and individual well-being. Importantly, VET is not all of a piece and is 
amenable to the play of politics. 
Keywords: equity, vocational education and training, social justice, equality, equal oppor-
tunity, meritocracy, class 

1 Introduction 
The paper seeks to problematise conceptualisations of VET and its relationship to social 

justice. VET occupies a liminal space between postsecondary and higher education (Moodie, 
2002). The paper explores debates that engage with understandings of equity, social justice and 
VET, as well as the constituencies it addresses. Substantively the paper is set in the English 
context. 

It addresses four key issues. 
 
1. The secular and ongoing reproduction of inequalities amongst disadvantaged groups in 

VET 
2. Patterns of inequality surrounding VET. 
3. Limits and possibilities of conceptualisations of VET. 
4. Conceptualisations of equity, equality and meritocracy 
There is a current in discussions of work-based learning that associates it with equal op-

portunity and access to VET credentials, which aims to dignify such labour. This applies par-
ticularly to occupational practices that are frequently low paid and filled by disadvantaged 
groups. But, 
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• How far can such a strategy take us? 
• Is it compromised by VET’s construction? 
• How does it sit with the social relations in which VET is placed? 
• To what extent does it go beyond these? 
 
The paper explores the suggestions that despite a secular interest over the last 50 years in 

VET and disadvantage, those groups designated as such have remained largely unchanged. See 
for example: 

ONS (2021). Employment. https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/work-pay-
and-benefits/employment/employment/latest#title 

The Social Mobility Commission (2020). Monitoring social mobility 2013-2020. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/monitoring-social-mobility-2013-to-
2020 

The Social Mobility Commission (2022a). State of the Nation 2022. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/state-of-the-nation-2022-a-fresh-ap-
proach-to-social-mobility 

Zoellner, D. (2022a). Fashioning groups that inhabit society’s fringes: the work of Aus-
tralian VET research into disadvantage, Journal of Education policy, 1-19 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2022.2156621 

 
Zoellner notes from an Australian context that over the last 50 years, this research consist-

ently acknowledges the inequalities faced by the disadvantaged, yet there is no significant im-
provement in the socio-economic position of these groups (see Zoellner, 2022a) 

Whilst Zoellner’s focus is on Australia, his analysis is applicable to other Western socie-
ties, particularly those in the Anglosphere, rooted in neo-liberalism. From a structuralist stance, 
VET is located within a dynamic economy and labour market that is constantly adapting to 
socio-economic change as well as to the availability of different pools of labour whilst simul-
taneously re-constituting patterns of inequality. 

1.1 Patterns of inequality surrounding VET 
The conclusion of the Social Mobility Commission (2020) remains in place, 
‘Disadvantaged students aged 16 and over tend to cluster in further education – often the 

poor relation to schools and universities. The sector is underfunded and undervalued. With the 
right support and a concerted effort to rebuild its reputation, however, this sector could trans-
form lives for the better’ (2020, p.36). 

The following table explores ethnicity and participation in further education (ESFA, 2021): 
 
• in the 8 years to July 2019, the total number of people in further education in England 

fell by 30.6%, from 4.2 million to 2.9 million. 
• during the same period, the percentage of people in further education from the Asian, 

Black, Mixed, and Other ethnic groups increased from 19.3% to 22.6% 
• however, the number of students from these ethnic groups decreased from 796,730 to 

650,130. 
• the number of White students fell by 33.7%, from 3.3 million to 2.2 million. 
• in the academic year ending July 2019, White people made up 77.3% of those in further 

education, and 84.0% of the overall population of England. 
The Social Mobility Commission (2022) cites Goldthorpe who argues, 

‘a situation is emerging that is quite new in modern British history, and one 
that could have far-reaching socio-political consequences… younger 
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generations of men and women now face less favourable mobility prospects 
than did their parents, or their grandparents: that is, are less likely to experi-
ence upward mobility and more likely to experience downward mobility’ 
(2022, p. 49). 

 
SMC anticipate that at least, 

‘In the short term, the challenging set of economic circumstances we face in 
the UK may widen existing inequalities. This includes between: 
• different areas of the country [North South divide] 
• the majority and ethnic minority groups 
• disabled people and those without disabilities 
• the highly educated and those with low qualifications. 
Recessions typically have greater adverse effects on more ‘marginal’ groups of work-
ers since they tend to be the first to lose their jobs’ (2022, p. 49). 
 

We could add to this list the increasing significance of in-work poverty (BBC News, 
2022c). 

This discussion raises questions about the ongoing re-composition of class relations. VET 
provides some possibilities for short-range social mobility within the working class - what we 
might describe after Allen and Ainley (2007) as the insecure working/middle class. Some six-
teen years after Allen and Ainley’s discussion these insecurities have been intensified. The in-
secure middle class are experiencing increased vulnerabilities and a worsening standard of liv-
ing as are the insecure working class, though here this is felt more acutely by its most disad-
vantaged fractions. Erstwhile sections of the middle class increasingly find themselves having 
more in common with the working class than those at the apogee of the class structure. It is 
important to recognise the porosity of class relations and the manner in which these are contin-
uously being remade. At the same time, we need to acknowledge that fractions of the working 
class located in welfare vocationalism face even greater impoverishment. 

1.1 Conceptualisations of VET 
Wolf (2022), in an argument she claims is applicable to ‘continental’ VET notes a paradox. 

She argues that in the university sector vocationalism has become increasingly important but 
that in the liminal space of VET it has become increasingly marginalised, engaged in by disad-
vantaged groups and has little occupational purchase. 

Writing on the English context Esmond and Atkins (2022) suggest that VET incorporates 
what they term as a ‘welfare vocationalism’ and a ‘technical elite’. T-levels (Technical) serve 
a minority of young people who Esmond and Atkins somewhat erroneously describe as a ‘tech-
nical elite’. These young people are advantaged in comparison to those pursuing less prestigious 
vocational qualifications but nevertheless face a potentially precarious labour market. This 
‘technical elite’ is not only gendered but also raced. T-levels are to be the equivalent of 3 A 
levels. Terry and Orr (2022) point out that T-levels have a degree of difficulty that precludes 
young people who previously would have studied comparable applied work-related qualifica-
tions at Level three which were to be equivalent to A levels. Here lies a paradox. T-levels and 
indeed TVET are thought to provide a pathway to HIVE, higher technical education and social 
mobility and yet remain a minority route for young people who face the uncertainties surround-
ing the provision of training places by employers. 

For Esmond and Atkins VET addresses two rather different and polarised constituencies a 
‘technical elite’ as against those marginalised and disadvantaged young people pursuing wel-
fare vocationalism. However, both groups can be located within the working class broadly 
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understood, with the latter facing low waged intermittent employment and the former encoun-
tering more secure, though potentially insecure employment. 

VET students may encounter in their course forms of criticality, civic and community en-
gagement that extend beyond the narrowly vocational. However, these practices will be set 
within a socio-economic context that emphasises an instrumentalism that rhetorically prioritises 
employer needs and waged work – in other words, an orientation towards learning to labour 
(Avis, 2004) To quote at length from the Commission on Adult Vocational Teaching and Learn-
ing (CAVTL) (2013, p. 7): 

 
Our vision is of a first-class VET system, which develops the ability to per-
form in a job, and provides a platform for occupational, personal and educa-
tional progression. It must provide learners with both initial routes into work 
and through-career development, including opportunities to change career… 
A clear line of sight to work is critical because vocational learners must be 
able to see why they are learning what they are learning, understand what the 
development of occupational expertise is all about, and experience the job in 
its context. The real work context should inform the practice of vocational 
teaching and learning for learners, teachers and trainer. 

 
In some respects, CAVTL’s description of VET is progressive being concerned with the 

development of labour, though unsurprisingly it is wedded to the formation of workers’ subjec-
tivities that seek to match the requirements of capital. There are two points to be made. Firstly, 
Clarke and Winch (2007, p. 1) echoing CAVTL note that VET is concerned with ‘the social 
development of labour’ referring to its contribution to the production and reproduction of labour 
power. Secondly, VET could encourage learners to develop an ‘ability to appreciate the broader 
economic and civic implications of occupational action’ (Winch 2012, p. 179). 

The struggle by learners, teachers and occupational groupings for a progressive VET could 
open-up a debate over what constitutes membership of an occupational or professional com-
munity. That is to say, the responsibilities members of the occupation have towards wider so-
ciety, specific communities and employers. In this instance the contribution of VET could go 
beyond that of simply addressing the needs of employers, though this poses the question of the 
relationship of such practices to an anti-capitalist project. Is VET so wedded to serving the 
needs of employers that it is irreparably limited in its social justice aspirations? Such processes 
are mediated by learner agency and can serve to open-up the potential for a socially engaged 
and developmental VET that extends beyond waged labour and that could contribute towards 
both necessary (Gourevitch, 2022) and really useful labour. The former points towards labour 
that seeks to ensure the smooth running of the social formation. Much domestic labour would 
illustrate this as being involved with elder care and that of children. Really useful labour can 
encompass the above but also refers to that which contributes towards societal and community 
wellbeing. A broader understanding of VET could accommodate these different facets of la-
bour, which in turn become sites of struggle. 

Rhetorically, ideologically and hegemonically VET can be conceptualised to emphasise its 
closeness to the needs of employers. However, can we conceive of a reconceptualised VET that 
could make a contribution to societal, community and individual well-being, and thus to social 
justice? Is such a conceptualisation feasible and yet remain VET? It is important to avoid rei-
fying VET by failing to acknowledge it as a site of contestation that is nevertheless framed by 
employer interests. Can it be otherwise? It is also necessary to consider the contours of inequal-
ity within which VET is located that place a limit on its radical potential and contribution to 
social justice. 
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2 Equity, Equality and Meritocracy 
These terms are underpinned by some sort of aspiration or notion of fairness, equality of 

opportunity and that one’s position in the social structure is earned on the basis of merit. All 
these terms are contingent, being subject to ongoing mediation which subtly or not so subtly 
changes their meaning. Lingard et al (2015) illustrate the shift in conceptualisations of social 
justice, having shifted from a quasi-social democratic understanding to one that sits comforta-
bly alongside neo-liberalism. Commenting on the Australian context, one that is equally appli-
cable to the UK (Lingard, 2021, p. 346) suggest: 

 
Until the early 1980s social justice had been thought of as equality of oppor-
tunity demanding redistributive funding to schools located in poorer commu-
nities. There was some debate around whether the stress should be on equality 
of opportunity or outcomes. This was a conceptual, philosophical debate, 
working with a social democratic definition. 

 
Lingard et al (2014) point towards the philosophical underpinning of social democracy 

citing approvingly Fraser’s discussion of social justice. Fraser (2013) suggests that social jus-
tice involves parity of participation allied with a politics of redistribution, recognition and rep-
resentation (Avis, 2016, p. 3). 

However, there are a number of issues that need to be addressed. Social democracy carries 
with it an ideology that favours redistribution, recognition and representation and in this way 
can serve as a resource in the struggle for social justice, one which can be aligned with leftist, 
feminist and anti-racist politics. It seeks to move the social formation in progressive directions, 
but this potentiality will depend on the outcome of struggle and is also vulnerable to reversal 
and co-optation. Firstly, it is necessary to acknowledge the brakes placed on the development 
of progressive possibilities under social democracy - after all this settlement was set within an 
acceptance of capitalist relations. Secondly, we need to recognise the ongoing reproduction of 
intersectional relations in terms of class, race and gender and surrounding inequalities as well 
as resistance to these processes. 

For Lingard et al. (2014; Lingard, 2021) new public management and the associated devel-
opment of neo-liberalism served to undermine social democracy and its conceptualisation of 
equality replacing this with one of equity. This is set within a supranational context in which 
measurement and performance indicators are used to judge the effectiveness of specific social 
formations and their education systems. Equity becomes framed by numerical data, measure-
ment and metrics. This calculative and reductive approach serves to eclipse the philosophical 
underpinning that under social democracy could have been used to judge its contribution to 
social justice (Lingard et al., 2014). In its stead, we have metrics orientated towards the devel-
opment of a competitive economy allied to the expansion of human capital. This represents a 
rather different and technicised understanding of social justice delivered in neo-liberal fashion 
through the development of a competitive economy - an ‘inclusive’ economy that is thought to 
lead to the provision of decent work and wages predicated on the enhancement of human capi-
tal. There are two points to make. Firstly, VET has an important role to play in the development 
of human capital as well as the skills of the workforce that could contribute to a vibrant econ-
omy. Secondly, whilst the language of meritocracy, equality, and equal opportunity remain in 
place these terms are re-accented to align with neo-liberalism and its metrics. However, these 
ideas could be used as part of a critique to point out the impoverishment of these conceptuali-
sations of social justice in neo-liberalism. In other words, the way in which equality, 
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opportunity, social justice and meritocracy are mobilised by neo-liberalism can be turned 
against itself, becoming a critical resource in anti-capitalist struggle. 

Much of the research that addresses meritocracy discusses the difficulties the upwardly 
mobile encounter in for example, the transition to post-secondary education, higher education 
and specifically, the elite universities. In these circumstances female and male working-class 
youth, as well as BAME young people may experience a sense of dislocation and alienation – 
‘a fish out of water’ (Jin & Ball, S. 2020; Reay et al, 2009). Whilst these students will have 
acquired the human capital (the credentials that facilitate mobility) they may experience ten-
sions in relation to their habitus and cultural capital in encounters with more privileged learners. 
In addition, on returning to their communities they may feel distanced and dislocated from 
family and friends (Jackson & Marsden, 1973). In this example there is a focus on long range 
mobility that crosses clearly defined class boundaries. But what of short-range mobility that 
arises between fractions of a class and how does this impact on VET and its learners? 

The forms of dislocation experienced by those entering elite universities will be of a qual-
itatively different order to those who form part of the ‘technical elite’ that Esmond and Atkins 
(2022) discuss. Indeed, there may not be such a disparity between the ‘technical elite’ and those 
engaged in welfare vocationalism, with both groups being conceived of as members of the 
working class and drawn from not dissimilar communities. In addition, we need to be cognisant 
of the changed participation rates in higher education, particularly in relation to low status HEIs 
and colleges of further education who serve the more immediate and localised working-class 
communities (Wolf, 2022; Crozier, 2019). In the case of these institutions there will be a tighter 
fit between the institutional habitus of the HEI and that of students than would be the case in 
the elite universities (Reay et al, 2010). 

Social democratic versions of equality and equal opportunity offer a more ‘acceptable’ 
version of capitalism when set against neo-liberal models of equity. Yet both equity and equal-
ity models draw on a notion of equal opportunity and gesture towards an unobtainable vision 
of meritocracy. Both models offer a critique of white male middle class privilege, particularly 
at the border between the middle and working class – those located in middling jobs. If these 
critiques were mobilised in social and educational policy they could lead to some amelioration 
of these inequalities, resulting in a shuffling of positions in the class structure heralded by a 
rhetorical desire to mobilise the full talents of society. Such a rhetoric is present in both equity 
and equality models and the concern with a notion of fairness. However, meritocracy is predi-
cated on hierarchical relations that confer advantages to some and disadvantages to others. No-
table for its absence is a recognition of the logic of capitalism, its pursuit of accumulation and 
the presence of a capitalist class. 

3 Towards a conclusion 
The paper addresses what may at first sight appear to be a number of disparate issues that 

have a passing relationship with VET. The introduction relates VET research to the on-going 
construction of disadvantage amongst the constituencies it allegedly serves. There are two 
points to be made. Firstly, there should be no surprise in this relation to inequality given VETs 
liminal position. Secondly, an acknowledgement of the diverse groups that VET addresses and 
seeks to overcome a reified or reductionist notion of VET. Notably, VET addresses a wide-
ranging constituency which is reflected in the paper’s discussion of the ‘technical elite’ and 
welfare vocationalism. This is followed by a discussion of the way in which VET can be con-
ceptualised in a manner that emphasises its closeness to the needs of employers. The paper also 
seeks to signal the contribution a re-conceptualised VET could make to societal, community 
and individual well-being. However, it is necessary to consider the contours of inequality within 
which VET is located that place a limit on its radical potential. The objective of this part of the 
paper is to locate VET within a contextualisation that touches on the patterns of inequality 
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present within the English, and more broadly, the British social formation. The aim is to provide 
a snapshot, a glimpse of patterns of inequality which raise questions about the on-going re-
composition of class relations and in particular the manner in which we conceive the insecure 
working/middle class. In addition, it talks back to the introduction of the paper which refers to 
iterative processes that define and re-define the disadvantaged groups that VET serves. In the 
UK the provision of free school meals is used as a marker of disadvantaged children. This is a 
highly restrictive definition that ignores those lying at the margins and serves to narrow under-
standings of inequality, pointing towards the re-composition of class relations and structures of 
inequality. We could consider the salience of in-work poverty whereby previously secure 
groups find themselves facing deprivation and disadvantage. Here we could think about the 
constitution and re-constitution of in/secure groups within the working class and the porosity 
of these relations. We should be alert to the presence of exploitation and oppression that are a 
feature of capitalist societies. The following section discusses models of equity and equality, 
the former located within neo-liberalism and the latter, social democracy. Both models draw on 
notions of meritocracy, equal opportunity and social justice, albeit that these are accented dif-
ferently. As a result of its narrow focus on the development of human capital and economic 
competitiveness the equity model, rooted in neo-liberal sensitivities, closes-down a broader so-
cio-political and philosophical engagement, one which the social democratic model would 
open-up. However, both models are constrained by the way in which meritocracy, equal oppor-
tunity and social justice are mobilised. Social justice can be judged on the basis of upward 
movement within a hierarchal class scale based on occupation. This process can be conjoined 
with a model of equal opportunity that addresses institutional access and outcomes but falls 
short of a fully-fledged radical and anti-capitalist project. It readily collapses into an interest in 
the development of labour power aiming to render the social formation more competitive in the 
global economy thereby seeking to mobilise the societal pool of human capital. Despite the 
progressive affordances of social democracy and its interest in utilising the full talents of the 
working class and disadvantaged members of society, it is trammelled by a technicised focus 
and the limited number of decent jobs. In addition, the shibboleth of meritocracy would at best 
lead to a shuffling of class positions and consequently would inevitably fall short of its social 
justice aspirations - after all it is an ideological formation. Whilst it might appear the paper has 
little to contribute to broader discussions of VET there are a number of issues that move across 
social formations, key amongst which is the question of politics - how expansively do we con-
ceive VET? Does it have a role in contributing to societal and community wellbeing through 
the provision of decent work that extends beyond waged labour. Is there a constant tension 
towards domestication and appropriation of VET that serves the interests of capital? And fi-
nally, is an anti-capitalist VET merely a tautology? 
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Abstract 
Context: International organizations have been increasingly influential in shaping vocational 
education and training (VET) policies in developing countries. However, the factors that drive 
the adoption of these policies and the effects of global and national elements on the policy 
change process are not well researched specifically in the case of relations with the EU and its 
neighbours. This paper examines the case of Azerbaijan, a non-EU member country that under-
went VET system reform with EU assistance. 
Approach: The study employs a qualitative research approach and draws on the Cultural Po-
litical Economy (CPE) concept and the historical institutionalist perspective. The CPE concept 
helps to understand how global norms and ideas are translated into national policy, while the 
historical institutionalist perspective allows for an understanding of the historical processes that 
have shaped VET system reforms in Azerbaijan. The paper aims to identify the factors that 
motivated the Azerbaijani government to adopt EU-endorsed VET mechanisms and analyze the 
political, economic, and cultural aspects that influenced this process. 
Findings: The paper analyzes how global and national factors shaped the VET policy reform 
in Azerbaijan. It shows how the Azerbaijani government cooperated with the EU to adopt the 
EU-inspired VET system as a solution to domestic challenges, with the EU providing support, 
knowledge, and technical assistance. It also reveals how local experts and technocrats modified 
the borrowed mechanisms to suit their political and economic interests. The paper emphasizes 
the role of global ideological stance of IOs and local governance architecture as major determi-
nants of the policy change process. 
Conclusion: The paper shows how the EU influenced the VET policy reform in Azerbaijan, a 
non-EU member country that diverged from the EU’s cultural, economic, and political archi-
tecture. The paper reveals how the EU problematized VET underdevelopment, proposed a VET 
development model, and provided funding and technical assistance that led to the adoption of 
the EU-inspired VET policy model. The research concludes that policy borrowing is possible 
even when the international organization does not exercise any obligatory pressure on the coun-
try or when the borrower country’s context differs from the IO’s ideological inclination. 

Keywords: Europeanisation, vocational education and training, globalisation, policy borrow-
ing, vet policy reform, EU – Azerbaijan cooperation 

1 Introduction 
The role of vocational education and training (VET) has been shifting in recent decades 

with the influence of globalisation and social-economic events such as the economic downturn 
and financial crises. In this regard, the role of international organisations like UNESCO, the 
European Union (EU), the World Bank, and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) in shaping VET policies in developing countries have been debated in 
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the scholarship (Edwards, 2018; Gilbert & Vines, 2006; Mundy, 1998; Mundy & Verger, 2015). 
Thus, in Europe, in the case of EU members, various directives featuring mechanisms (like 
metrics and indicators) were adopted at the macro-institutional level, and states were expected 
to enact policies that would meet certain models and standards in national VET strategies (Lawn 
& Lingard, 2002; Witt, 2018). However, the situation differs in the case of non-member Euro-
pean neighbourhood nations, particularly when countries that do not aspire to EU membership 
follow policies and processes devised by the European Union. This research looks at the expe-
rience of Azerbaijan, an EU neighbour country that reformed its VET system based on EU-
encouraged policy models and procedures. The study's purpose was to identify the primary 
factors and elements influencing the Azerbaijani government's decisions to accept EU-sup-
ported VET mechanisms within the reform initiative. It also seeks to clarify the contextual (po-
litical, economic, and cultural) factors that influence national policymakers in their adoption or 
rejection of those ideas. The main purpose is to better understand the EU-Azerbaijan policy 
borrowing in the field of VET and try to identify elements that impact decisions on policy 
borrowing that go beyond past studies on international political and economic aspects 
(Langbein & Börzel, 2013). 

1.1 Problematization of policy borrowing 
Literature on the topic indicates that, on the one hand, neo-institutionalist scholars who 

endorse the World Culture Theory argue that politicians at the national level are subjected to 
and subsequently borrow policies backed by international players such as the World Bank or 
the EU in order to be perceived as legitimate (Ramirez et al., 2016). For these scholars, multi-
national organisations articulate universal norms, values and virtues, and these common values 
influence the education policy decisions and preferences of decision-makers operating in dif-
ferent countries, leading to convergence of policies. The soft power of culture plays a leading 
role in policy borrowing for this group of scholarship, and convergence is a natural phenome-
non as a result of the similar policies adopted by the nation-states. Nonetheless, any sort of 
deviation is classified as „loose coupling“ and acknowledged as an exception to the standard 
rather than indicating the theory's weakness (Steiner-Khamsi, 2021). 

Additionally, a string of scholarship focused on the effects of globalisation on education 
policies indicate that rather than culture, the economic factor is the main element in policy 
borrowing. Thus, according to the Globally Structured Agenda for Education (GSAE) concept, 
the international political economy is the driving force of globalization which also affects the 
social policies in nation-states. These strings of scholarship observe the emerging complexities 
of the global capitalist economy and try to determine its impact on educational systems, even 
as it is implemented nationally (Dale, 2000). Supporters of this idea claim that politicians make 
VET policy decisions based on international economic and political factors such as condition-
ality, EU membership, accession, etc. (Sung et al., 2000), and that the participation of interna-
tional stakeholders in national policy processes is critical to fulfilling national-level education 
institutional reforms (Edwards & Moschetti, 2021). 

There is also a string of scholars, without ignoring the influence of globalisation on the 
national police arena, who indicate that policy borrowing cannot be reduced to the formal adop-
tion of specific policies and policy instruments in the national context (Verger & Fontdevila, 
2023). Thus, there are factors of a different nature (global, local, material, and ideational) that 
drive national policymakers towards borrowing of policies but similarly, these factors influence 
the recontextualization of the borrowed mechanism. Thus, accordingly every nation state is 
unique as a case that needs to be analysed to understand the motivation of policy borrowing. 

The objective of this research is to add to the current global discussions by examining how 
both global and national elements influence policy adoption and their effects on the institutional 
framework of VET systems in developing nations. Specifically, this study explores how global 
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development paradigms and ideas have impacted the VET policy reforms undertaken in Azer-
baijan from 2013 to 2019, leading to a notable change in policy direction. However, it is im-
portant to acknowledge that the factors behind this policy shift have also influenced political, 
economic, and social events, which have had a profound impact on the decision-making pro-
cesses of policy actors. 

Although several policy studies have examined the topic and analysed efforts to reform 
VET systems in Eastern Europe, no systematic research has been conducted thus far to explain 
the historical processes that shaped the institutional configuration of VET system reforms in 
post-Soviet countries that are not members of the European Union. This study focuses on the 
entities responsible for driving change, namely stakeholders, institutions, and policymakers in-
volved in policy adoption. It examines their motivations and the contextual factors surrounding 
their decision-making process. For this purpose, the research primarily seeks and answers the 
following questions: To what extent has the EU influenced the reform of the VET system in 
Azerbaijan? and What are the primary elements (motivations/incentives) that influence Azer-
baijan's policymakers' decision to embrace EU-encouraged VET policy models in the VET sys-
tem reform? 

2 Methodology 
This study examines the VET policy reform in Azerbaijan as a case study, with a focus on 

identifying the dominant policy paradigm and mechanism resulting from the reform. Further-
more, the study aims to assess the extent of the EU's influence on the policy change. To achieve 
these objectives, the study adopts the Cultural Political Economy (CPE) concept developed by 
Jessop (2010) and enhanced by Verger et al. (2016). This conceptual framework facilitates the 
understanding of the reasons and methods behind policy dissemination, adoption, and change 
within the national context, considering the content and ideological drivers involved. 

Drawing on previous research that employed the Cultural Political Economy matrix 
(Maurer, 2012; Sung et al., 2000; Valiente et al., 2020; Verger, 2016) to explore policy bor-
rowing and transfer, this study utilizes the historical institutionalist perspective. It specifically 
focuses on four factors that influence policy change: Global, Domestic, Soft, and Hard ele-
ments. The global material factors examine the economic and political influences of the EU, 
while the global soft factors identify the cultural and ideational influences shaping policy adop-
tion in Azerbaijan. Simultaneously, the contextual analysis investigates the domestic hard ele-
ments that encompass the material factors influencing decisions, and the domestic soft elements 
explore the local culture and political ideology during decision-making processes. 

The pivotal moment of policy change in this study is the adoption of the Law on Vocational 
Education in Azerbaijan in 2019. This change brought about alterations in the practices and 
institutional arrangements governing the VET sector, as well as the articulation and justification 
of new policy objectives, modifications to the policy reference frame, and a shift in underlying 
philosophical or ideational paradigms (Langbein & Börzel, 2013; Sabatier, 1998). Two types 
of qualitative data collection were employed to conduct research on this specific topic. In the 
first stage, policy documents, legislative acts, documentation of EU projects in Azerbaijan, and 
reports from international organisations were collected. Additionally, elite interviews were con-
ducted with policy makers, policy entrepreneurs, international and local field experts, school 
managers, and representatives of multilateral organisations to understand the policy adoption 
process and the key factors influencing decision-making. 

Methodologically, this study aims to identify several reasons or historical paths that explain 
why a global script resonates in a particular context and how it is locally adopted and translated 
(Verger, 2016). The research employs a critical realist philosophy and a qualitative research 
methodology. The major findings were derived from a primary examination of grey literature, 
20 policy documents, and 24 interviews with high-ranking officials involved in the reform of 
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the VET sector in Azerbaijan. The themes, categories, and groups of questions are determined 
based on the CPE conceptual matrix and the documents analysis conducted in initial stage of 
research. 

Consequently, this research employs an interpretative or explanatory case study strategy, 
following the approaches outlined by Merriam and Yin. This strategy involves the deductive 
development of conceptual categories to examine initial themes identified from document anal-
ysis (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2014). The case study technique is utilized as it allows for a multi-
scalar analysis of a complex phenomenon and enables an in-depth assessment of a single, real-
life policy from multiple angles to capture its complexity and uniqueness. 

The analysis of documents and interview material utilizes thematic analysis, employing a 
six-step technique developed by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021). Thematic analysis is chosen 
for its ability to approach the material in an open-ended manner, enabling the development of 
the analysis and reaching conclusions based on both empirical evidence and subjective experi-
ences of participants (Hesse-Biber, 2017). Additionally, discourse analysis (Rogers et al., 2016) 
of primary qualitative data is conducted using the CPE approach, focusing on examining con-
textual elements framed within the complexity of intersecting multi-level, multi-scalar (local, 
national, regional, and global) political forces, social structures, cultural traditions, and eco-
nomic factors (Verger et al., 2018). The coding of interview data is performed using NVivo 
qualitative data analysis software. The research has obtained approval from the University of 
Glasgow College of Social Sciences Ethics Committee. 

3 Findings 
Drawing on Jessop's Cultural Political Economy (CPE) framework, the policy adoption 

and change process can be comprehended by three evolutionary mechanisms: variation, selec-
tion, and retention (2010). Variation entails the emergence of new practices in a contingent 
manner, selection involves favouring these practices, and retention encompasses their ongoing 
implementation. By utilizing the variation, selection, and retention framework, it becomes pos-
sible to systematically identify the sequence of contingencies, events, and actions involved in 
adopting new policy models, as well as the specific factors, both semiotic and non-semiotic, 
that facilitate or impede policy change. Analysing each of these categories individually allows 
for developing more nuanced explanations regarding adopting educational policies in particular 
contexts. 

1.2 Variation 
Data analysis reveals that both global and national factors, incorporating material and ide-

ational elements, significantly influenced the variation phase of policy change in Azerbaijan's 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) system. Thus, during the initiation phase of VET 
policy change, the cooperation between the Azerbaijan government and EU institutions exhib-
ited a rationalistic approach. In other words, the government's top echelons perceived the EU 
experience as a legitimate model capable of addressing domestic challenges such as the skills 
gap, demographic pressure, and economic diversification. During this phase, the EU provided 
support by granting access to knowledge sources, offering technical assistance, and undertaking 
grand projects to support the transition. The EU's previous experience in assisting the transition 
of Eastern European former socialist republics also signalled to the government's decision-mak-
ers that Azerbaijan could restructure its VET system to bridge the skills gap, align it with the 
labour market, and meet industry demands for skilled workforce. Importantly, in the initiation 
phase, the EU and other international organizations played a significant role in drawing atten-
tion to the issues within the skills development system through reports and white papers that 
emphasized the urgency of reform. 
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1.3 Selection 
Conversely, during the selection phase of policy change, the decision-makers at the top 

levels of the government embraced the EU's models for VET system restructuring, incorporat-
ing local experts and technocrats. At the operational level, experts identified a discrepancy be-
tween the existing VET system model and the EU model, which the top decision-makers per-
ceived as a legitimate replacement. In this context, the EU supported the design of a VET model 
that emphasized employer integration, viewed as a form of decentralization within the VET 
system. Additionally, the EU proposed a cost-sharing model for financing skills development. 
Although local technocrats warned about contextual obstacles such as the centralized govern-
ance structure and the unorganized private sector, which could hinder the implementation of 
the EU model, the promise of cost-sharing proved appealing to the decision-makers and played 
a key role in selecting this model. While the initial motivation to embrace the EU-recommended 
VET model for restructuring was primarily pragmatic, the selection phase was influenced by 
internal politics, institutional configurations, and the EU's limited knowledge of Azerbaijan's 
internal decision-making processes. Nevertheless, the EU model, with its focus on employer 
integration and meeting labour market demands, was ultimately adopted. 

1.4 Retention 
Consequently, the retention of the chosen policy structure involved minimal involvement 

from the EU and primarily relied on the participation of local authorities. As the policy direction 
was determined at higher levels of the state apparatus, institutions and actors at the middle level 
focused on leveraging the situation and adjusting borrowing mechanisms to maximize their 
political and economic benefits. Consequently, although the main mechanism for involving 
employers in the VET system was adopted, the enabling factors necessary for the system to 
function were omitted from the final legal act. Internal conflicts between institutions and actors 
in the policy process affected the retention of the main elements of the EU model of skills 
development. However, it is important to note that the opposition did not solely target the EU 
model of VET development but rather centred around the specific tools and mechanisms used 
to implement the selected policy. 

Overall, the factors influencing the policy change is indicated in Table 1. The findings of 
this research indicate that the EU played a significant role in both problematization and the 
selection of appropriate policy solutions in Azerbaijan's VET system. Specifically, the EU ad-
vised the government through the European Training Foundation (ETF) on the problematiza-
tion of the human capital issue and proposed a VET development model that could be identified 
as a European model of VET development. In addition, the EU funded a technical assistance 
project to advise and support the development of the Law on Vocational Education. 
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Table 1 
Factors that influenced the policy change in the VET sector of Azerbaijan.  

 Variation Selection Retention 

 İdeational Material İdeational Material İdeational Material 

Global 

Problemati-
zation of hu-
man capital 
issue  

Migrant 
workers 

Cost sharing 
mechanism 

World bank 
reforms 

National 
Qualifica-
tions frame-
work  

 

   Availability 
of EU best 
practice 

  

Local 

Negative im-
age of soviet 
past 

Skills short-
age 

Centralized 
governance 

Role of Min-
istry of Edu-
cation 

Negative im-
age of So-
viet past 

Political 
power of 
VET Agency 

 Youth demo-
graphic 
change 

Paradigm 
shift to hu-
man capital 

 Low expec-
tations from 
society 

 

 

4 Recontextualization 
The European model of VET was appealing to local actors because of its promise to inte-

grate employers into the education system. In other words, the European model envisaged a 
decentralized VET system with a heavy emphasis on work-based learning, the involvement of 
employers in decision-making related to the content, governance, and funding of the skills de-
velopment system. Given the limited financial support for the VET system, decision-makers in 
top layers of government aimed to involve employers in both content development and funding 
the skills development system. However, the Ministry of Education was not keen to decentral-
ize the governance of the VET system and give more authority to VET schools and employers. 
This was primarily due to the limited capacity of the unorganized private sector, insufficient 
capacity of VET institutions, as well as corporate interests of the Ministry itself. 

Thus, the European model of VET, which is more enterprise-led or social partnership-
driven and decentralized, made it to the policy agenda and the policy document (the Law on 
Vocational Education). However, its functionality within a centralized governance system 
based on a government-led skills development tradition was problematic. Mainly because the 
primary elements that would enable the enterprise-led or social partnership-driven skills devel-
opment system in Azerbaijan, including stimulating the private sector with certain cooperation 
mechanisms and giving more autonomy to govern the VET institutions, including involving 
employers in governance, were omitted from the new policy. In fact, the government was will-
ing to share the cost of the VET system but not willing to change the governance or financing 
structure of the skills development to enable the new system. 

Overall, the Soviet and socialist past of the country, which had deep sociological roots, as 
well as the capacity of all local decision-makers, affected the policy change process. The aim 
to modernize the skills development system to make it responsive to the needs of the labour 
market was hindered by the unstructured labour market players and the government's unwill-
ingness to make changes in the governance system. The findings of this research showed that 
Azerbaijan borrowed EU practices in the VET was mainly a pragmatic move by the government 
aimed to tackle domestic challenges. However, in the later stages the local experts identified 
that the borrowed package is not completely relevant to the political architecture of the country. 
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Although some interviewees representing the EU institutions indicated that the relationship 
in the VET sector between Azerbaijan and the EU during the policy change process was not a 
policy lending and the EU did not put a condition to change the VET system to a certain way, 
this study finds that „the menu of the solutions” that was offered to change the VET and address 
the domestic challenges were limited. In fact, Azerbaijan was free to choose its own model of 
VET. Still, the EU did not offer any model that would be relevant to the phase of the economic 
and social development of the country. 

5 Conclusion 
The literature on this topic indicates that the EU's involvement in the post-Soviet space is 

fairly monotonous in its relationship with the regional nation-states and that the main motiva-
tion of the EU concerning the region was security, and its strategy towards the nation-states 
was to spread democracy accompanied by a liberal market economy in order to achieve its main 
goal. 

As indicated in this study, the vision of the Azerbaijani government towards economic 
growth was not in line with the EU's concept of modernization. In other words, the government 
was seeking to keep the centralized system of governance, did not intend to build its economic 
system on a liberal market economy with delegating most of its functions to the private sector, 
and would rather build its economic system on a state capitalist model similar to Russia or 
China, where the main economic activity had been around state-owned enterprises. In addition 
to this, although the government had been aiming to diversify the economy, its main source of 
state income derived from the extraction and export of resources. In fact, most of the resource 
exports were to the European Union, making the EU the largest economic partner of Azerbaijan. 

From the picture described above, it is obvious that, at first glance, the EU's and Azerbai-
jan's visions diverge in almost all spheres of cooperation. Having security as the main priority 
towards the region, the EU's cooperation with Azerbaijan was heavily dictated by the energy 
security of its member states. On the other hand, Azerbaijan's main priority was mainly eco-
nomic in nature, by exporting its natural resources to the EU member states. Interestingly, the 
aim of the government of Azerbaijan was rather to build bilateral relationships with different 
members of the union, rather than building binding cooperation with the EU. Needless to say, 
the government of Azerbaijan cannot afford to ignore the institutional power and capacity of 
the European Union but shifts its cooperation focus from the union to the member states de-
pending on the political or economic agenda in the EU, Azerbaijan, or any of the member states. 

The research findings of this case study support the idea that the policy borrowing is pos-
sible even when the international organization does not exercise any obligatory pressure on the 
country or when the cultural, economic, and political architecture of the borrower country di-
verge from the IO’s ideological inclination. Furthermore, external pressure is not enough to 
converge in VET policy, and it is interpreted differently by policymakers, and this can lead to 
different responses in each political and social context and depending on the priorities of local 
actors (Valiente et al., 2020). This is because the education sector creates its own demand in-
dependent from economic reality most of the time triggered by the social demand. In case of 
the education sector, although in the 21st century many scholars claim that education and econ-
omy are connected by tight coupling (Steiner-Khamsi, 2021), the social demand plays a signif-
icant role when borrowing and shaping policies. This reality is highly affected by the political 
architecture, as well as institutional capacity in the country. Hence, even though international 
actors like the EU play a role of knowledge hub and influence the spread of policy ideas in the 
form of programs, the translation of these programs in the local context changes elements of 
this policy. In addition, this research also supported the idea that path dependency makes it 
exceedingly difficult to effect dramatic change even after the policies were adopted. This may 
lead to EU instruments such as the European Qualifications Framework and the European 
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Credit System for Vocational Education and Training being implemented in line with national 
training systems rather than transforming them. This supports the idea that when the borrowed 
policy does not match the cultural, political, economic structure of the borrower country, it 
remains as a symbolic policy and policy convergence is mostly discursive. 
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Abstract 
Context: The growing attention to informal learning in the world of work raises new questions 
and tasks for vocational education and training (VET) research. Our research focuses on obser-
vation-based cooperative learning emerging among VET students, and also among VET stu-
dents and adults who they observe at work in the family, on TV, and on the Internet. Approach: 
Our focus group is students, preparing for achieving a vocational qualification at ISCED level 
3 in VET schools in some practice-intensive occupations, without direct access to higher edu-
cation. In a Hungarian-Polish questionnaire survey filled by 131 Hungarian and 110 Polish 
VET students, we explore the extent of informal learning related to observation and cooperation 
in the life of the searched students. 
Findings: Research shows that the different ways of observing others at work play an important 
role in the process of learning a profession. The findings also highlighted the importance of 
friendships and trust among students in this age group, and the strong demand for joint practice. 
Conclusion: Friendship and the level of trust among students can influence their decisions dur-
ing training. The results so far suggest that there is greater scope for group work which is fa-
voured by students and so learning from each other in school workshops, than in company 
settings. The results confirm the intentions of the survey, but further research on a larger sample 
is needed to draw broader conclusions. 
 
Keywords: informal learning, observation, cooperative learning, vocational education and 
training 

1 Introduction 
Since the pioneering work of Knowles (1950) and Coombs (1974), various interpretations 

of informal learning have emerged. The European Commission's Memorandum on Lifelong 
Learning (2000) played a significant role in recognizing the importance of informal learning at 
the educational and policy level in European countries (Stéber & Kereszty, 2015). Accounting 
for and acknowledging prior knowledge of informal and non-formal learning are pressing issues 
in educational research and development. Due to the debates surrounding the interpretation of 
informal learning, we adopt a broad understanding of the term in this study. 

Our focus is on the lower branch of secondary vocational education and training. In prac-
tice-intensive occupations, learning the specific work tasks and preparing for their mastery can 
occur in formal, non-formal, and informal learning settings. Therefore, our research examines 



35 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

observation-based cooperative learning, among vocational students and the individuals they 
observe while striving for a vocational qualification at ISCED level 3. 

Among the various approaches and definitions of informal learning, we emphasize the 
work of Werquin (2010). He argues that informal learning is unstructured, lacks defined learn-
ing objectives, occurs unintentionally, has an unknown duration, and does not lead to formal 
qualifications. It encompasses cognitive practice and mastery, including observing and assisting 
in task-related operations. This involves performing and practicing tasks collaboratively, dis-
cussing and planning the task, allocating responsibilities, and evaluating the results. In our re-
search, particular importance is placed on observation and task assistance based on this broad 
definition. 

1.1 The theoretical background to the topic under study 
The Connectivism Learning Theory, Situated Cognition, and Social Learning Theory in-

form this research. 
According to Connectivism Learning Theory, learning occurs through various forms and 

pathways, including communities of practice, personal networks, and work-related tasks. (Sie-
mens, G. 2004, 2018). Building connections and expanding personal networks facilitate the 
acquisition of new knowledge. The theory highlights the influence of social media and online 
collaborative tools, particularly among the „digital native“ or „net generation“ of students (Sie-
mens, 2004, 2018; Downes, 2010). 

Situated cognition emphasizes learning within contextual situations. Students gain 
knowledge through observation and practical experiences, emphasizing the importance of rela-
tionships and interactions with others to foster understanding. Bandura's social learning theory, 
focusing on learning through modelling and imitation, also provides theoretical support for 
studying learning from others (Brown et al., 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Billett, 1996; Ban-
dura, 1986). 

Boschma (2005) identifies five dimensions of proximity—cognitive, organizational, so-
cial, institutional, and geographical—that are crucial for learning between partners. Learning 
from each other requires at least one of these dimensions to be met. Similarly, Lengyel (2012) 
suggests that the further apart two partners are from each other on the social network, the more 
difficult they are able to learn from each other. 

1.2 Scope, sample and conditions of the study 
A Polish-Hungarian survey is investigating observation-based cooperative learning among 

vocational students and those they observe. The study aims to determine the presence of this 
learning type in the lives of vocational students. The survey targets young students in a 3-year 
apprenticeship program, obtaining an ISCED level 3 qualification, without direct access to 
higher education. Their successful job placement after the training is crucial, emphasizing the 
importance of practical skills for meeting labour market expectations. 

In spring 2022, a survey was conducted in one Hungarian vocational school and four Polish 
vocational schools, focusing on students in the 3-year program. The choice of schools was in-
fluenced by specific circumstances, such as a nationwide teachers' strike in Hungary and the 
task of accommodating Ukrainian refugee children in Polish schools. Despite these challenges, 
the survey took place in schools with personal familiarity in both countries1. However, this 

 
 

1  We received great help in the Hungarian survey from Alexandra Dorogi, PhD student teacher. In the Polish 
survey we had help from headmasters and teachers of surveyed schools. We would like to thank them for 
their work. 
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choice of study sites limited the original plan of surveying students with the same qualifications 
or qualification groups in both countries. 

The completed survey included responses from 241 vocational students, with 131 from 
Hungary and 110 from Poland. In Hungary, the sample consisted of one school with students 
from various qualifications including construction, commerce, catering, and social sectors. In 
Poland, the sample was more diverse, with students from four schools representing eight sectors 
such as mechanics, food, hairdressing, cosmetics, hotel, catering, tourism, automotive, mechan-
ical, construction, wood, and furniture2. 

Significant gender differences were observed between the two countries, with the Hungar-
ian sample having nearly equal proportions of female and male students, while the Polish sam-
ple had a significantly lower proportion of female students. Most students in both countries 
were in the 15-17 age group, but the distribution across grades differed. The Hungarian sample 
was relatively evenly distributed across grades, while the Polish sample was predominantly 
composed of 9th-grade students. 

The Hungarian school was located in a deprived area in the eastern part of the country, 
while the Polish sample included schools in both urban and rural areas, with two schools in 
Krakow and two in rural locations. In terms of residence, the Hungarian sample had a similar 
proportion of students living in towns and villages, while the Polish sample had almost twice 
as many students from villages compared to towns. A significant proportion of students in both 
countries travelled to school daily, with approximately 80% in the Hungarian and just over 50% 
of Polish students. In the Hungarian sample, a small percentage (4%) of students lived in dor-
mitories, while none of the Polish students resided in dormitories. 

In both countries, there is a similarity in the parents' job status among the surveyed students. 
Approximately half of the students have both parents working, with a slightly higher percentage 
in Poland, although the difference is insignificant. In over 45% of the families, one parent works 
in a registered job and receives a regular salary. However, a small percentage (3%) of families 
face a difficult social situation where neither parent is employed. 

1.3 Methods of the research 
The survey consists of 37 questions and is structured around five main themes, including: 

1) Reasons for choosing a profession; 2) Non-formal elements of vocational learning such as 
observation, communication, and help; 3) Influences of TV, internet, role models, and famous 
people; 4) Satisfaction with school achievements and training preferences; and 5) Leisure time 
spent with friends and on the internet. The research focuses on informal learning through the 
observation of adults at work, watching professional programs, and collaboration among stu-
dents. The majority of the questions are closed-ended with intensity-related and multiple-choice 
options, while open-ended questions are used for personal information and preferences. The 
term „vocational learning“ encompasses the broader scope of vocational education and training 
(VET). The survey was self-completed. 

2 Results of the research 

2.1 The interpretative framework of the survey 
We include data from both countries to highlight the significance of the topic and increase 

the sample size. The comparison between Hungary and Poland is primarily used for contextual 
purposes and to provide an understanding of how the samples from the two countries differ or 

 
 

2  However, some professions in Polish sample were represented by single persons, therefore only results re-
lating to qualifications represented by more students were included. 
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align with each other. It is important to note that drawing broader conclusions from the com-
parison would be misleading due to several factors: the small sample size, the varying social 
backgrounds of students, the different professions studied, the exclusive representation of stu-
dents from one school in Hungary, and the predominance of 9th-grade students in the Polish 
sample. 

Any significant differences between the two countries were highlighted, while similar re-
sponse patterns did not include statistical indicators. This pilot and exploratory research aimed 
to uncover similarities and connections, without strong prior assumptions about country differ-
ences. 

2.2 Answers to the survey questions 
Motivational aspects in profession-choice 
A crucial research concern is the factors considered by young people when selecting a 

profession. In both countries, interest emerged as the primary motivator, cited by the majority 
of students. Good earning potential ranked second in importance. Other studied aspects varied 
in significance. For Hungarian students, proximity and geographic accessibility of vocational 
education and training were the least influential factors in profession-choice, whereas for Polish 
students, the recommendation of friends held the least significance. 

 
Practicing the knowledge learned in the school 
We assume that an effective way to apply school knowledge at home is by assisting with 

household tasks related to one's profession. The survey revealed that the majority of students 
in both countries engage in such activities. Over 90% of Hungarian students and nearly 90% of 
Polish students help at home. Among Hungarian students, slightly more than 50% help fre-
quently, while almost half of Polish students also reported frequent involvement. Additionally, 
a significant proportion of students assist friends and acquaintances outside the family when 
needed. Approximately 75% of Polish students and over 80% of Hungarian students stated they 
provide help outside the home. Notably, more Polish students reported frequently assisting 
friends and acquaintances compared to Hungarian students. 

 
Observing adults and learning from them 
The research explores the intriguing topic of observing others' work and the subsequent 

informal learning that takes place. We assumed that this age-old yet crucial form of learning is 
present in students' daily lives. Interestingly, we discovered notable differences between the 
two samples. Less than 5% of Hungarian learners indicated never observing adults at work, 
whereas over 10% of Polish learners gave the same response. There was a significant disparity 
in the frequency of observing adults at work between the two samples, with a significantly 
higher proportion of Hungarian students reporting frequent observations. 
Related to this, we wanted to know whether, by observing adults at work, students were able to 
learn something that would help them to make or repair something more easily, either alone or 
with help. Most students think that they learn from adults very often in this way. In this case, 
the rate of „often” is higher for Polish students. Only a small percentage of students answered 
that they never learned anything in this way. 
 

Social connections – discussing professions and working together 
The role of social connections, such as friendships and schoolmates, in vocational informal 

learning is significant. These connections involve discussing the studied profession and collab-
orating on tasks. Our research reveals that a majority of students, approximately 60% of Polish 
and nearly 70% of Hungarian students, have numerous friends and schoolmates with whom 
they discuss their profession. Moreover, they enjoy working together, with over 40% of Polish 
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and over 50% of Hungarian students expressing a strong preference for collaborative tasks. 
Less than 10% of students do not enjoy working on tasks together, indicating a strong desire 
for joint learning within their chosen profession. Additionally, in both countries, a significant 
portion of students wishes to have more group-based tasks during practical sessions. Around 
two-thirds of Hungarian students and almost 60% of Polish students express a desire for more 
collaborative exercises. 

 
Roles in the working group – choices related to trust 

In collaborative learning and group tasks, the decision to assume a leadership or follower 
role is significant. The research indicates that students generally prefer to be followers, taking 
on task-performing or ordinary team member roles. Polish students show a slightly higher will-
ingness to be leaders (nearly 40%) compared to Hungarian students (just over 30%). The im-
portance of social and friendly relationships is also evident. Both Polish and Hungarian students 
prefer seeking help from a friend rather than the most skilled classmate. This highlights the 
specific role that friendship and trust play in informal learning. 

 
Studying or doing homework with classmates 

A crucial question in the survey focused on studying or doing homework with classmates 
outside of school. The results indicate that nearly 70% of Hungarian students and approximately 
55% of Polish students often engage in studying together, preparing for lessons, exams, tests, 
or completing homework together. 

Regarding studying or doing assignments with classmates, there are notable differences 
between Hungarian and Polish students in the sample. Generally, Hungarian students show a 
stronger preference for cooperation, with less than 5% of them never studying together. On the 
other hand, over 12% of Polish students tend to be more individualistic and prefer learning on 
their own. However, these findings still highlight the significant importance of this form of 
informal learning in vocational education for young people. 

 
Student’s opinions on broader influences (role models, friends, TV, internet) and pastimes 

Regarding the impact of role models and the Internet on learning, there are some differ-
ences between Hungarian and Polish students. It was found that a minority of students are in-
fluenced by these factors, with slightly higher rates in Poland. In terms of having role models, 
almost two-thirds of Polish students reported having them, while less than 40% of Hungarian 
students had role models. Similarly, the question about following famous people yielded similar 
results for both countries. 
In the survey we asked students about their favourite TV programs or internet movie series 
related to their profession. Polish students showed a higher interest, with around 50-60% an-
swering positively, while Hungarian students had a lower interest, with over 60-70% answering 
negatively. The difference between the two countries' data is significant, particularly regarding 
internet movie series. 

There is a slightly smaller difference between Hungarian and Polish students regarding 
their favorite websites. Approximately 50% of Polish students and nearly 40% of Hungarian 
students mentioned having favorite websites that are both interesting and useful for their chosen 
profession. 

Looking at time spent with friends and online, as confirmed by several previous surveys, 
it is evident that students spend a significant amount of time on both activities. Polish students 
tend to spend more than 2 hours a day with friends outside of school on weekdays, according 
to the survey data. Conversely, Hungarian students dedicate slightly more time to internet usage 
and online chatting, with approximately 60% of them spending over 2 hours a day on weekdays 
engaged in these activities. 
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Answers to open questions3 

The survey included some open questions about the wider influences of role models, 
friends, TV, and the internet. There were relatively few respondents who answered the open 
questions in both countries. Many of those who did answer stated „I do not have“ or „I do not 
know,“ and only a portion provided specific answers with examples. In the Hungarian sample, 
the highest response rate was related to role models (33%), while the lowest (10%) was related 
to favorite internet film series connected to the studied profession. For Poland, the highest pro-
portion of specific responses (45%) was for favorite famous person, and the lowest (14%) was 
for favorite website related to the profession. 

Among those who reported having a role model, most mentioned family members, with 
parents being the most frequent in both countries. Additionally, various individuals such as 
footballers (Messi, Neymar, ...), a cook, a singer, teachers, Elon Musk, and Hungarian Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán were mentioned in the Hungarian sample. In the Polish sample, role 
models included an IT teacher, Sentino (rap singer), and a friend, also. 

A few students mentioned a favorite TV show or TV film that didn't always have a clear 
connection to the profession. The favorite TV program related to the profession was mentioned 
by 23% of Hungarian and 37% of Polish students. In the Hungarian sample, almost half (45%) 
of these mentions were popular Hungarian cooking programs like „A konyhafőnök“ and „Séfek 
séfe“ (The Chef; The Chef of Chefs). Additionally, students mentioned a Turkish medical-
themed series called „The Miracle Doctor,“ the American reality series „Forged in Fire,“ and 
the educational film series „How Do They Do It?“. In Poland, many students referred to the TV 
channel TVN Turbo, which features numerous automotive and extreme sports programs but 
has little relevance to the car mechanic profession. Due to the large number of students studying 
car mechanics, individual programs mainly focused on cars were mentioned (e.g., the popular 
UK show „Top Gear“). Therefore, only a few respondents indicated movie series related to 
other professions, such as „Sharp cutting“ (in Polish, „Ostre cięcie“) about hairdressers. 

The low response rate (about 30% in both countries) to the question about favorite internet 
film series related to the profession could be attributed to the difficulty in distinguishing be-
tween TV programs watched on the internet and film series watched online. In the Hungarian 
sample, almost half of the responses still revolve around cooking, with mentions of Hungarian 
reality cooking shows. However, there are also medical-themed film series such as „The Moun-
tain Doctor“ and „Emergency in Mexico.“ In the Polish sample, the most significant mention 
was the TV film series „Budda,“ which is related to car issues but primarily focuses on car 
racing and the technical aspects of engines rather than car repair. Only a few answers directly 
referred to mechanics, such as Adam the mechanic. 

A small percentage of Hungarian (11%) and Polish (14%) students mentioned a useful 
favorite website related to their studied profession. The list is diverse and includes internet 
search sites like Google, as well as social media platforms like Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, 
and TikTok. Recipe websites and a Hungarian cooking reality show were also mentioned. In 
the case of Poland, some websites related to the automotive industry, such as „otomoto.pl“ (a 
platform for selling used cars), were on the list, too. 

A significant portion of Hungarian students (21%) and a larger proportion of Polish stu-
dents (44%) named a favorite famous person whose life they follow and who has influenced 
their studies. The list includes car racers (Hamilton), footballers (Ronaldo, Messi), actors 

 
 

3  The survey did not inquire about the availability of pay TV and internet programs, which may vary 
significantly between the two samples. Therefore, the reported percentages should be interpreted with caution 
as they may not accurately reflect young people's interests due to potential differences in access to these 
programs. 
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(Justin Bieber), Hungarian and foreign chefs, singers, a Hungarian Roma rapper, influencers, 
streamers, Bill Gates, and Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. Two Hungarian students 
mentioned their professional teachers. In the Polish sample, two actors from the „Sharp cutting“ 
hairdresser movie series (Andrzej and Tomasz), Budda (the creator and main presenter of 
„Budda TV“ mentioned earlier), Muran (an MMA and other fighting sports athlete), Sonik, and 
Kubica (racing drivers) were also mentioned. 

 
Research results on opinions related to satisfaction with learning 

The majority of students in both countries are satisfied with their school performance. 
However, a significant number of Hungarian students (around 80%) and Polish students 
(around 60%) express a desire to improve their grades in at least one or two subjects. More 
Polish students think they have good grades but also that they are not able to improve than 
Hungarians. Very few believe that grades are not important, in both countries. 

Workshops play a significant role in the lives of VET students, with more Hungarian stu-
dents preferring in-school training and more Polish students preferring external on-site training. 
The difference between the two preferences is significant. Additionally, more than twice as 
many Hungarian students report they get more help from the instructor in the school workshop 
compared to external training, while Polish students rate school and external help at similar 
levels. 

Interestingly, there is a notable contrast between the two samples when it comes to the 
relationship between receiving help from instructors in the school workshop and liking the 
workshop itself. In the Hungarian sample, there is a decrease in the proportion of students who 
like the school workshop despite receiving more help, with nearly 15% fewer students express-
ing a positive sentiment. However, in the Polish sample, the situation is different, with approx-
imately 40% of students finding the instructions from trainers in external workplaces to be more 
helpful, which is roughly twice as many as in the Hungarian sample. 

Participation in vocational study competitions was quite limited among the surveyed stu-
dents, with the majority not taking pa in any competition. However, a significant difference can 
be observed between the two countries. In Poland, nearly 30% of students participated in a 
competition, and half of them achieved a good position. In contrast, the Hungarian sample had 
much lower values, approximately half as large. One possible explanation for this difference 
could be the geographical variation between the two samples. 

3 Conclusions 
Observing adults at work was found to be associated with experiencing learning while ob-

serving, and with assisting others in performing tasks. Students who enjoyed collaborative ex-
ercises and wanted more of them were more numerous, regardless of their profession. 

Hungarian learners were more likely than Polish learners to want more joint tasks in the 
future, but the difference was not significant. Regardless of their role in joint exercises, both 
Hungarian and Polish students primarily sought help from their friends rather than the most 
skilled student. The role of friends in learning from each other was considered important, re-
flecting trust and social relationships. The time spent together outside of school and on the 
internet and chatting also reflected the role and influence of friends. 

Most students did not have role models, except for those who mentioned famous individu-
als seen on TV, such as chefs in the Hungarian sample or stars in the automotive industry/sport 
for car mechanic profession in the Polish sample. 

We have to consider the limits of our research results. As all students in the Hungarian 
sample are students at the same school, they are exposed to the same school influences. Their 
work placements are different, but we could not investigate their differential impact separately 
in this questionnaire. For the questions on practical work, students were likely to think of both 
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locations, but our experience suggests that they are more likely to work together only in school 
workshops. As the Polish sample consisted of four schools with different backgrounds, and the 
students represented a total of eight professions, the outsourced practical background is even 
more diverse, but it is also true that group work is more likely to take place in school workshops. 
In other words, work in school workshops is likely to play a greater role in the process of learn-
ing from each other than in work placements. 

The study highlighted the importance of friendship, time spent with friends, and trust 
among young people, which can influence their actions, such as asking for help during group 
work. 

The research provided insights into the informal learning of vocational school students and 
can help school directors and teachers become more aware of young people's interests in spe-
cific forms of informal education. Further research could explore the impact of informal learn-
ing on vocational education outcomes and identify the most effective forms of informal learning 
for developing professional competencies. 

The study also served as a pioneering effort in testing the research questionnaire as a tool 
for studying informal learning among vocational students. However, the low response rate and 
uncertain responses in question group 4 (related to role models, friends, TV, internet) raise 
concerns about its viability. Specifically, some questions may have confused students who 
struggled to differentiate between TV programs watched on the internet, internet film series, 
and websites that feature them. In the future, these questions should be combined for clarity. 

The improved and test survey can be used by future researchers, and the authors' plan is to 
supplement the results with interviews and additional surveys in the future. 
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Abstract 
Context: Newcomers to Canada are commonly expected to possess localized experience to 
gain full labour market access. It represents a canon of tacit knowledge to be acquired, for 
instance through volunteer work or employment below individuals’ level of qualification 
Whereas the exclusionary effects of the Canadian Experience (CE) discourse have been well-
documented, less is known about how individuals learn to engage with CE. This paper thus 
aims to elucidate and conceptualize this aspect of learning during transitions into new work 
contexts and to draw conclusions for practice. 
Approach: Taking a doing transitions and doing migration perspective, 20 biographical-nar-
rative interviews were conducted in 2021 with persons who had moved to Canada as adults. 
The data were analysed using the documentary method which focuses not only on the thematic 
(what) but primarily on the implicit (how) dimensions of the narrations. 
Findings: Three modes of engaging with CE: Replay and readjust is marked by repeated set-
backs, frustrations, and – seemingly – resignation. Reset and move forward is marked by a 
lowering of aspirations and an alignment of future life course decisions with the need to acquire 
CE. Research and pro-act is characterized by excelling at knowing the rules and playing the 
game. 
Conclusion: The analysis of the engagement with migratory challenges points to aids in con-
ceptualizing learning in transitions and its social embeddedness. For the practice of supporting 
worklife transitions in the context of migration, the findings suggest differentiated provision 
not only of factual knowledge about labour markets but of guidance and spaces for processing 
experiences. 

Keywords: transitions, migration, adult learning, qualitative methods 

1 Introduction 
Transitions to and through working life can be associated with a range of changes, includ-

ing changes in employment status, change in occupation, change in lifestyle or change in loca-
tion (Billett et al., 2021). In the case of adults migrating – broadly understood as changing 
residence across administrative borders (Haas et al., 2020, p. 23) – these changes may coincide, 
requiring individuals to learn, to adapt, and to deal with unexpected challenges as will be the 
focus of this paper. 

During migratory transitions, individuals’ previously acquired skills, experience, and qual-
ifications become salient in two ways: First, through processes of formal reassessment, valida-
tion or devaluation of credentials (Guo & Shan, 2013; Kloubert & Hoggan, 2021; Nohl et al., 
2014). Second and less formally, through the need to transfer and translate the non-
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credentialized experience and skills into new labour market and workplace contexts. Whereas 
bringing experience from diverse geographical, occupational and cultural backgrounds into 
new contexts can beget creativity and innovation (Shan, 2023), this process of entering the new 
labour market is fraught with potential challenges. These include restricted access to the labour 
market and employability-oriented training (Bağcı, 2019; Ellis & Triantaphyllidu, 2023; Liu & 
Guo, 2021), precarious employment (Hande et al., 2020) and employment below their level of 
qualification, also referred to as a „brain waste” or a „discounting of skills” (Reitz et al., 2014). 
Of particular interest in this paper is the – somewhat paradoxical – requirement to possess lo-
calized work experience in order to gain access to the local labour market. In the context of the 
Canadian immigration and labour market regime, this is discussed as Canadian Experience 
(CE). 

CE can first be understood as a body of implicit knowledge that is localized, hard to artic-
ulate and yet often must be acquired by immigrants to find employment commensurate with 
their qualifications (Sakamoto et al., 2010). Exploring the contradictions between the stated 
need for skilled immigrants in Canada and their well-documented labour market challenges, 
Sakamoto et al. observed a broad array of conceptual understandings of CE with its hard di-
mensions (technical capabilities) and soft dimensions (communication skills). As a result, the 
authors propose the use of the concept tacit knowledge, which „affords us a more sophisticated 
understanding of Canadian experience, this elusive yet persistent requirement that skilled im-
migrants face before accessing successful employment” (Sakamoto et al., 2010, p. 150). Sec-
ond, the discourse on CE can be conceptualized as a „rhetorical tool” for nation building 
through branding, understood as a „process of affective identification with an imagined national 
identity” (Bhuyan et al., 2017, 49, 51). In this sense, CE acts as a „brand” that serves to „re-
envision Canada’s White policy within a neoliberal context by relying on the capacity of im-
migrant others to embody traits of Whiteness in a neoliberal era: self-sufficiency, autonomy, 
flexibility and utility in the market place” (Bhuyan et al., 2017, p. 60). Third, as argued by Ku 
et al. (2018), CE can act as a smokescreen for racist practices and enable „racism without rac-
ists” by steering the public to… 

viewing immigrant difficulties as individual deficits, explainable by their 
‘foreign’ credentials, their lack of preparedness, their low status in Canadian 
social hierarchy to begin with, their lack of culturally appropriate repertoire 
and soft skills [and thus naturalizing] the hierarchy of people that leads to 
precarious immigrant access to the labour market. (Ku et al., 2018, p. 305) 

Although these exclusionary effects of the CE requirements are well documented, little is 
known about how individuals understand and deal with CE as they seek employment in new 
labour markets. 

In my doctoral research, I investigated learning processes of adults in migration-related 
transitions in Canada, examining how transitions can serve as an impetus for learning (Hof & 
Bernhard, 2022, 2023), how individuals engage with different forms of boundaries (Bernhard, 
2022), how temporality is intertwined with transitions (Bernhard, 2023b), and how individuals 
from geographically diverse backgrounds find ways to deal  with this particular challenge of 
CE and find ways to transition their prior work experience to new contexts (Bernhard, 2023a). 
In this paper I will build on the latter and will first outline the theoretical perspectives of doing 
transitions and doing migration that were drawn upon in this research. Second, I will briefly 
describe the methodological approach taken, before presenting and discussing the findings. 

2 Theoretical Framework: Doing Migration and Transitions 
To study learning during life course transitions, I adopt a doing transitions framework 

which asserts … 
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that transitions do not simply exist but are constantly… shaped and produced 
through social practices, and that transitions emerge and are constantly repro-
duced and transformed through the interrelation of discourses, institutional 
regulation (including formal and informal pedagogical intervention), as well 
as individual processes of learning, education, and coping. (Walther et al., 
2022, p. 5) 

Through the interplay of these discursive, institutional, and individual modes of shaping 
transitions with material, temporal, and interpersonal relations, transitions are constantly pro-
duced and reproduced, also reproducing social differences in the process (Settersten et al., 2022, 
p. 240) 

Migration as the movement across national boundaries can be explored as a particular form 
of doing transitions. Such a doing migration perspective views migration as the result of social 
practices that „turn mobile (and often also immobile) individuals into ‘migrants’” (Amelina, 
2020, p. 2). Migration can then be understood as a relational process that constitutes migrants 
and within which individuals actively (re)position themselves regarding markers of differences. 
While constructing and shaping their transitions across boundaries, people put into relation their 
individual experiences, interpretations, and socially situated practices. This process of doing 
migration is associated with a variety of learning demands as both a barely escapable imposition 
and as an opportunity space, expressed in the ambivalence of migration being done to and being 
done by (Bernhard, 2022). 

3 Research Design: Narrative Interviews and Documentary Method 
I gathered data through biographical-narrative interviews (Chase, 2018; Schütze, 1983) in 

2021 with 20 persons who had moved to Canada as adults. As this study is interested in post-
arrival processes and in the (non)transfer of previously acquired skills and experiences, I se-
lected participants based on their having moved to Canada three or more years ago and on 
having obtained postsecondary education outside of Canada before initial arrival. This focus on 
so-called ‘highly skilled migrants’ aims to bring into view the ambivalences of ostensible de-
sirability – as expressed through skills-focused migration regimes – and the challenges faced 
by this group of migrants in successfully transitioning into the new labour market. Research 
participants were between 27 and 62 years of age and had arrived in Canada between 3 and 21 
years prior. Interviews were conducted following the approach to narrative interviews as out-
lined by Schütze (1983), encouraging participants to „speak off the cuff about a part of their 
everyday life that is of interest to the researchers, be it their entire life story or just their working 
life” (Nohl, 2010, p. 196). 

The data were analysed using the Documentary Method (DM) (Bohnsack, 2014; Nohl, 
2010) which presupposes that „what is communicated verbally and explicitly in interview texts 
is not the only element of significance to the empirical analysis, but that it is above all necessary 
to reconstruct the meaning that underlies and is implied” (Nohl, 2010, p. 200). Put differently: 
the narrations document different patterns of experience, orientation, and action that are to be 
reconstructed. Thus, I interpreted not only what is being said but also reflected on how it is 
being said. Of interest were modes and figures of speech, such as positive or negative images, 
so-called counter-horizons, which point to participants’ implicit knowledge and frames of ori-
entation. The goal was to reconstruct and contrast different forms of experiencing and pro-
cessing work-life transitions in the context of migration. 

4 Findings 
In comparing different logics of practice in the data, I could identify three distinct modes 

of dealing with CE. The first mode, replay and readjust, is marked by repeated setbacks, 
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frustrations, and—seemingly—resignation. The second mode, reset and move forward, is 
marked by a lowering of aspirations and an alignment of future life course decisions with the 
need to acquire CE. The third mode, research and pro-act, is characterized by a focus on un-
derstanding how Canada functions to take advantage of that knowledge. Analysis of the 20 
interviews indicated relevance of CE for 12 participants. Among those, the mode replay and 
readjust can be identified in two, reset and move forward in six, and research and pro-act in 
four interviews. Drawing on select interview passages, I will illuminate these modes of engag-
ing with CE. 

4.1 Replay and readjust 
As a common experience, individuals must settle for „survival jobs”, often „hated” and 

well below the individuals’ levels of qualification. Yet, despite the often-repeated devaluation 
of experience and education, individuals learn the rules of the game and „press on,” even if 
returned to start several times. 

Going beyond passively experiencing those setbacks, however, individuals actively engage 
with the situation, interpret the experience and act within their range of limited options. Such 
is the case for Jamila who had to settled for a job that she disliked, thereby gaining Canadian 
experience and references, which could then later attest to her experience. This acquisition of 
localized experience was particularly surprising for her as she gained work experience in the 
UK which she expected to be valued in Canada: 

Coming back here it felt like the Canadians wanted you to have their Cana-
dian something. Yes when you tell them they're like „oh okay yeah great 
you’ve worked in UK” … I’ve done it in UK, some of them don't even un-
derstand what that means so what working in UK means it's like „why do you 
not understand that?” It’s UK it’s a- it’s a developed country it’s like Canada 
but they don’t and so they don't appreciate it so that- that was like a shocker. 
(Jamila, lines 982-995) 

Jamila’s expectation of a seamless transition from the British to the Canadian labour market is 
not met. Instead, upon her return after working in the UK for several years „the Canadians 
wanted you to have their Canadian something“. The choice of the expression „something” can 
be interpreted as a perceived arbitrariness of the requirement for Canadian experience. Alt-
hough her possession of a Canadian education was helpful in her transition from the UK to 
Canada, she found the non-recognition of professional experience to be „a shocker.“ 

To further improve her employment prospects beyond her current, disliked job, Jamila is 
pursuing volunteer work, for which she needs to receive some training. Referring to a situation 
in which she had to wait 45 minutes for a bus on a cold winter evening, Jamila is reflecting on 
the actions she must take: 

It was really hard, this is a person who was driving now I have been reduced 
back to using a bus. these things I must do because I know volunteer- I can 
quote that as a Canadian experience and I’m struggling here finding a job 
because it’s my UK experience Canadians are not really liking it for some 
reason so now I must start doing things that I’m gonna start you know adding 
on to my résumé. (Jamila, l. 724-729) 

Jamila elaborates on her own theory of why she „must do” all those unpleasant things: the non-
recognition of her professional experience in the UK. Although Jamila already had Canadian 
citizenship at that time, she uses „Canadians” as a group separate from herself. While Jamila 
takes action and moves forward, volunteer work appears to be less voluntary and rather a re-
quirement „that has to be done” to acquire Canadian work experience. 
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In this form of engagement with CE, Jamila had to repeatedly adjust her horizons of pos-
sibilities and to recognize that her previous migration experience was of only limited value. 
Against this backdrop of challenges and recurring setbacks, she learns how to independently 
persist („press on”) as she shares repeatedly during the interview. 

4.2 Reset and Move Forward 
A second form of engaging with the CE demands can be described as reset and move for-

ward. Here and in contrast to the previous form, aspirations are lowered, and future life course 
decisions aligned with the need to acquire CE. Although this does not preclude disappointment, 
the reduced expectations appear to open a way out of a repeated replay and readjust. Such was 
the case with Lishan, who – although no longer considering herself a new immigrant – feels in 
certain respects „shortchanged”. She had met the expectations placed on her, gained Canadian 
work experience, and obtained Canadian qualifications, yet she has not succeeded in finding 
employment commensurate with her skills. 

Lishan talks about receiving a job offer unrelated to her professional training while she and 
her family were preparing to relocate within Canada to be closer to her husband’s workplace: 

So over that weekend my husband and I talked about it, we talked about it, (.) 
this was an opportunity that I had found, we won’t guarantee that I’d find a 
job even if we move to Oakville straight away so we were going to take that 
job, we agreed: „let’s at least take this that has come and then maybe after 
you’ve gotten your Canadian experience the fam- (laughs) famous or infa-
mous Canadian experience for a year or two then we can think of moving. 
(Lishan, l. 436-442) 

In contrast to Jamila, who problematizes the exclusionary dimensions of CE, here the engage-
ment with the „famous or infamous” CE affects big life course decisions to be made. Already 
having internalized the importance of possessing CE, Lishan and her husband agreed to post-
pone the family move in order to fulfil this requirement. Whereas Jamila was reduced to vol-
unteering and working a job she hated, Lishan took a job unrelated to her field. CE appears as 
solely something to be acquired („gotten”) to be able to move on. The rather external interpre-
tation of CE as something to possess reappears when Lishan shares her experience of repeated 
rejection in the labour market despite having Canadian education and some Canadian experi-
ence: 

In a sense, there are times when- I’m no longer a new Canadian immigrant. 
I’d say Canada is home now for me, but there is still a sense in which you still 
feel shortchanged, is that you feel like you did everything that you’re sup-
posed to have done, you have Canadian experience, for me it’s over seven 
years, I have a Canadian qualification now. (Lishan, l. 616-622) 

Lishan begins the description of her situation with the relativizing expression „in a sense” and 
„there are times when” before she interrupts herself to insert that she is „no longer a new Ca-
nadian immigrant (...) Canada is home now for me”. This self-conception of being settled is, in 
a certain way, contrasted by Lishan feeling disadvantaged, unfairly treated, and „shortchanged”. 
She has adhered to the rules of the game, gained CE and qualifications, and yet cannot find 
suitable gainful employment. As a result, she cannot get away from an ascribed migrant identity 
and her arrival is not complete. This experience of disadvantage is generalized as being shared 
by others, which is documented by the repeated use of general „you”. 

Here, the engagement with CE is marked by an acknowledgement of its importance and 
willingness to proactively align major life course decisions, such as the family move, with the 
need to acquire CE as a qualification. Yet, possessing CE appears to be necessary but not suf-
ficient for her labour market success in light of other barriers. As a result, Lishan continues to 
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steadily move forward in search for the position she really wants despite having played by the 
rules of the game and acquired CE. 

4.3 Research and Pro-act 
A more pragmatic approach to dealing with CE can be termed research and pro-act, which 

is characterized by excelling at knowing the rules and playing the game. Here, the focus is less 
on adjusting expectations and more on understanding how Canada functions, in order to take 
advantage of that knowledge. For individuals transitioning to the new labour market in this 
mode, this means lots of research and networking as is the case with Dacian. Unlike Lishan, 
who also had a professional degree but gave up pursuing a career in her field, Dacian „of 
course” still has this as his goal, and „just wanted to use [his] time efficiently”. Contrasting 
with Jamila, who was repeatedly „shocked” and „surprised” by the way things worked, Dacian 
positions himself as „realistic” and approaches CE as a project to study, understand and engage 
with systematically: 

Based on my experience with the different job search strategies, I decided to 
use online job search, and in-person job search, including cold calls, and just 
attending different employers on spot. … . And this is how I got my first job 
in Canada working in restaurants. Which gave me a really unique experience. 
Of course, was big difference from my work in Eastern Europe. I was building 
the foundation. (Dacian, l. 40-47) 

Drawing on his existing biographical experience, Dacian strategically triangulates various 
job search strategies and seemingly without much trouble lands his first job in a restaurant. Not 
working in his field was not problematic for Dacian, as the job was a „unique experience” and 
provided the „foundation” for further steps. Like Lishan, Dacian appears to have accepted the 
importance of obtaining CE. Further, he takes courses towards his professional goal and enjoys 
researching the system, which he finds „very interesting”. Unlike Jamila, who repeatedly ex-
pressed surprise about the non-recognition of foreign experience, Dacian not only takes this as 
a given but has learned strategies to reduce the opacity of CE. He „researched the community”, 
learned that „networking is something very Canadian” and uses this knowledge to his ad-
vantage. There are, however, setbacks in Dacian’s quest to understand and navigate the Cana-
dian system while he is working in a new position of a law clerk: 

I received notice of termination of my employment, which was very good 
shock (…) obviously, they were not happy with me. But this lack of transpar-
ency that for almost two- two months, they didn’t share this with me. (…) So, 
I didn't know what was the problem, the accent, the lack of experience. So, 
they gave me very- very little explanations. (…). After my last workday, of 
course, I immediately resumed my networking. I don’t have time to lose. I 
refreshed my contacts, I started to look for another job. (Dacian, l. 112-127) 

Being unexpectedly laid off from his position as a law clerk irritated Dacian’s mode of 
engaging with CE. Against the positive counter-horizon of being told what he did wrong and 
understanding „what can be changed”, the „lack of transparency” leaves him without a „real 
assessment” beyond the sense of the employer not being happy with him. Externalizing this 
challenge as an expression of the more closed nature of the Canadian culture, he „immediately” 
pivots to again strategically pursuing employment through networking. 

In sum, this form of engagement with CE is marked by studying the system and learning 
the tools to deploy. Dacian recognizes that the non-recognition of foreign experience can have 
exclusionary effects and consequently approaches his job search methodically, including set-
tling for a restaurant job to build a „foundation.” CE has meaning for him as an object to be 
studied and rules to be known in order to „know where you’re going”. As a result, Dacian 
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considers networking to be something particularly Canadian and embraces it as part of his job 
search strategy. 

5 Discussion and Conclusion 
The three modes of engaging with the somewhat obscure but persistent requirement to 

obtain CE as a prerequisite for finding and sustaining adequate employment illuminate the di-
verse learning and development of working age adults, particularly in transitions. From a doing 
transitions perspective which highlights the interrelation of discourses, institutions and indi-
vidual processes of learning, education and coping, the particular configuration of individual 
experience and discourse comes into focus. In the mode of replay and readjust, the CE dis-
course appears as a challenge that is to be faced repeatedly but cannot be surmounted. In the 
second mode of reset and move forward, CE appears as a force that significantly alters expec-
tations, aspirations, and orientations. In the third mode, research and pro-act, CE acts as an 
impetus for learning about processes and researching the labour market, akin to a game to be 
understood and played. 

In each of the modes, the engagement with CE is closely linked with learning and the ac-
quisition of knowledge and competencies: First, it is the non-recognition of previously acquired 
knowledge and experience that makes obtaining CE necessary. Second, learning and shifting 
perspectives about oneself and the world can be the consequence of dealing with CE and be 
influenced by subjective theories of one’s own learning (Säljö, 1979, 2021). Here, one can dis-
cern different forms of learning in the context of migratory transitions. As elaborated in more 
detail elsewhere (Bernhard, 2023b), dealing with the challenges of migration, including the 
requirement to obtain localized experience, can lead to transformative learning both in an ex-
pansive and restrictive sense but can also be accompanied by learning that is best described as 
tacit. 

Beyond being solely an individual act however, this learning in transitions is socially em-
bedded and mediated by social practices and relationships (Bernhard & Hof, 2023; Hof & Bern-
hard, 2022). First, relationally thinking of migration at an individual level brings into view the 
co-constitutive character of becoming a migrant: Individuals often experience incomplete and 
incongruent transitions, no longer self-identifying as newcomers, but being treated as such 
through the entanglement of self with others and with discourses. Against the backdrop of the 
CE discourse, the questioning and reconstruction of self-concepts come into view, providing 
both a requirement to reassess what biographical resources can be drawn upon, but also an 
opportunity space to redefine past experiences. Second, the engagement with the CE discourse 
is a shared experience as a heterogeneous group of individuals encounter and must deal with 
the same rulebook, however oblique and opaque it may be. While otherness is being (re-)pro-
duced through the CE discourse, outsiders may form a community of experience or of practice 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991/2008), sharing a similar tacit knowledge of how to interpret and act on 
the demands placed upon them. 

In addition to these implications for theorizing learning in transitions, the findings of this 
study also provide insights into how best working age adults’ learning and development can be 
guided against the backdrop of individuals’ diverse experiences. The insights into the three 
different modes of engaging with the CE discourse can be used to identify, trial and validate 
the range of educative experiences in educational, workplace and community settings that sup-
port worklife transitions in the context of migration. These supports may refer to sustaining 
individuals’ current employment, advancing further their capacities in that field or advancing a 
different and new occupational or career trajectory. This means that a better understanding of 
the different expressions of agency identified in migration „being done by” might serve as im-
petus for supporting the development of resilience in the mode „replay and readjust”, for guid-
ing the active reassessment of opportunities, acceptance, and alignment of life course decisions 
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in the mode „reset and move forward”, and for providing information about intricate aspects of 
the labour market in the mode „research and proact.” Although the research was conducted in 
Canada, the implications appear relevant also in other contexts as public support for selective 
professional immigration policies increases and the ambivalence between ostensible desirabil-
ity of ‘skilled migrants’ and complex barriers to employment persist. Recognizing distinct 
modes of engaging with and learning from challenges may serve as an impetus to differentiate 
support and guidance to individuals from diverse backgrounds as they navigate worklife tran-
sitions in an increasingly mobile and diverse world. 
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Abstract 
Context: The transitions adults negotiate across their working lives as they secure, maintain 
and develop further employability through their learning are of interest to governments, work-
places, and workers themselves. 
Approach: Through analyses of worklife history interview data with 30 working age adults, 
distinct kinds of changes comprising these transitions have been delineated as representative of 
changes that have person-particular meanings and impacts. This delineation represents under-
standings of processes and outcomes for adults’ learning and development. 
Findings: These transitions have specific kinds of scope, duration, and impacts in terms of 
continuity/discontinuity with individuals’ earlier activities and knowing. These transitions were 
identified as being of six kinds: i) life stages, ii) employment status, iii) occupations, iv) relo-
cations, v) health, and vi) personal preference or trajectories. 
Conclusion: Such findings point to a broader range of educative experiences than those privi-
leged in lifelong educational provisions and the importance as viewing curriculum as being a 
personal, rather than institutional pathway. 

 
Keywords: lifelong learning; vocational education and training, social aspects of learning and 
teaching, qualitative methods 

1 Transitions, negotiations and learning 
Investigating the transitions working age adults negotiate across their working lives is a 

helpful way to understand how the learning and development required to remain employable 
across working life arises. Given the relative dearth of explanatory concepts associated with 
adults’ learning and development through societally and personally important tasks there are 
potential conceptual and procedural benefits that might be derived from such an enquiry. In 
particular, the mapping the requirements of working age adults to negotiate these transitions 
offers a basis for more broadly understanding these processes of human learning and develop-
ment. Elaborating the processes of engagement in activities and interactions in workplaces, 
education institutions and communities within and across their working lives offers a means to 
advance such explanations. Beyond explanatory concepts, there are also procedural and prag-
matic reasons for understanding further these processes of learning and development. Effec-
tively negotiating those changes are essential for these adults to secure, maintain and develop 
further their employability through their learning as they engage in activities within those set-
tings (Billett et al., 2021). Certainly, that learning is of interest to governments, workplaces, 
and workers themselves, given the shared need for that ongoing learning. 

Governments and their supra-governmental counterparts are concerned about working age 
adults’ abilities to respond to changing work and occupational requirements to sustain their 
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employability across lengthening working lives (OECD, 2006). This focus of addressing 
change is partially out of concern about the kind of social and economic transitions that nation 
states need to address. Both private and public sector workplaces are also concerned that their 
employees have the capacity to and continually learn and respond to the changing requirements 
of work practices and for the goods and services that they produce. In essence, regardless of 
whether referring to public or private sector enterprises, their viability is premised, in part, upon 
abilities to accommodate new technologies, ways of working and practices, that comprise the 
innovations they need to adopt and enact effectively, and the ability to respond to those chang-
ing requirements for the goods and services, both of which are premised upon the capacities of 
their workforces. This viability can include contributions that they make to the practices and 
innovations that will secure the viability of those work settings. Moreover, as working life is 
extended into the seventh decade for many working age adults, the ability to sustain their em-
ployability through the further development of their occupational knowledge is essential. This 
is required to respond to workplace challenges or, developing new occupational capacities and 
pursuing new trajectories are dependent upon these adults' abilities to learn and negotiate 
changing circumstances. 

So, negotiating new work requirements, potentially developing new occupational capaci-
ties etc, are all dependent upon workers’ learning and the requirements for that learning are of 
different kinds and how that learning can be derived are far from being restricted to participation 
in structured educational programs (i.e., lifelong education), which emphasises the importance 
of understanding the learning and development that occurs outside of them. Not the least here 
is that for most adults, unlike children and adolescents, engagement in such programs are often 
a rarity across long working lives (Billett et al., 2023). Moreover, adults' lives are taken up by 
commitments associated with work, family and community demands that make engagements 
in formalised educational programs yet another commitment to be negotiated and included in 
busy lives. 

The findings presented here are from a study that sought to engage with working age adults 
and for them to elaborate their worklife histories and to engage with issues around how their 
learning and development occurs across the span of working life (Billett, Salling-Olesen, Fil-
liettaz, 2023). That research identified these transitions and associated negotiations and learning 
were also derived from analyses of worklife history interview data with 30 working age adults 
of different ages and occupations, genders and locations. The research procedures comprised 
the two-phase interview process. In the first interview the informants provided some demo-
graphic information about age, educational achievement etc., on a short survey form. Then, 
they were asked to describe their working life from the first time they engaged in paid or remu-
nerated work until the present almost recent engagement in working life. The securing of the 
worklife history narrative was largely conducted with very few prompts and no interruptions 
were ever possible by the interviewer. It allowed the identification of the distinct kinds of 
changes they experienced in their working lives and allowed the kind and nature of these tran-
sitions to be identified. This focus tended to emphasise the range and kinds of changes that 
these working age adults had encountered and how they had either successfully or unsuccess-
fully negotiated them and who or what assisted their learning. Another set of analysis contrib-
uted to discussions about the understandings of processes and outcomes for adults’ learning and 
development. 

A second interview was conducted with each informant well after the initial analysis of the 
first narrative data set. These transitions have specific kinds of scope, duration, and impacts in 
terms of continuity/discontinuity with individuals’ earlier activities and knowing. The second 
interview was far more structured than the first and initially, sought to verify or change the 
transitions identified by the researchers from the life history interview. This second interview 
in also introduced a survey to capture aspects of the learning and development these informants 
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had encountered and to make judgements about their effectiveness. Grounded instances were 
used to assess provide validated data and some of the items used in the second interview survey 
were those derived from the Program of International Assessment of Adult Competence which 
allowed aspects of these data to be compared with those from other datasets, for instance Aus-
tralia, or global comparisons. 

1.1 Changes and knowledge to be learnt 
It was found that the transitions observed, captured, and represented by a complex of per-

sonal, institutional (i.e., generated by society), and/or brute factors (i.e., those from the natural 
world, including maturation). Consequently, understanding the worklife transitions they en-
countered and the changes that they comprise to negotiate them and the learning arising from 
them and how they can be supported and facilitated requires accounting for societal factors as 
well as individuals’ personal histories and legacies and impacts of maturation These transitions 
were identified as being of six kinds: i) life stages, ii) employment status, iii) occupations, iv) 
relocations, v) health, and vi) personal preference or trajectories (Billett et al., 2021). 

The changes can be seen as being a product of societal factors (i.e., institutional facts) or 
those arising through nature (i.e., brute facts) (Searle, 1995). Amongst these are those that arise 
through individuals’ personal histories or ontogenies, referred to as personal facts (Billett, 
2009). 

1. Stages of life changes (i.e., maturation – brute fact) 
Transitions can occur in response to different stages of life, which might include physio-

logical maturity (i.e., brute fact) or societal roles and expectation (i.e., institutional fact). For 
instance, in early adulthood, finding a partner and commencing a family can initiate transitions 
in working life associated with needing to secure better paid or more stable employment. 

2. Change of employment status (i.e., socially derived – institutional facts) 
Transitions might also be in response to or a product of a change in individuals’ employ-

ment status (i.e., institutional fact). For instance, the shift from being an employee to a super-
visor or self-employed or owner of a business will likely bring about transitions in what indi-
viduals know, can do, and value. 

3. Change in occupations (i.e., individually and socially derived – intersection between 
personal and institutional facts) 
Many adults change their occupations across working life either voluntarily (e.g., to secure 

more personally appropriate occupations – personal fact) or involuntarily because of changes 
in demand for location of, or existence of, specific occupations or kinds of work, or perhaps 
prompted by the prospect of such changes (institutional facts). These changes require the de-
velopment of new sets of occupational capacities that, by degree, may be similar to or distinct 
from those already possessed. 
3a Change in occupations or occupational focus 

This subcategory of change is associated with individuals’ change in the occupations in 
which they work or a variation of occupational practice. 

3b Change in skills and capacities (i.e., personal facts) 
This subcategory refers to changes within individuals’ capacities to practice occupations 

or associated roles, that is, learning that allows individuals to engage in different kinds and 
forms of work of which previously they would not have been able. So, this change is about 
individuals’ learning and appropriation of new knowledge and capacities to apply that 
knowledge (i.e., personal fact). 
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3c Change in employment through restructuring or changed economic circumstances (i.e., insti-
tutional facts) 
There are also changes brought about by external factors such as economic restructuring 

that make specific forms of work and occupations either redundant or in very low supply. The 
last 40 years has seen significant economic restructuring in many countries. This restructuring 
is sometimes premised upon globalisation and shifts in goods produced and services provided 
in the kinds of services. 

4. Change in location – geographical or societal (i.e., accommodating new language 
norms, forms, and practices – institutional facts) 
Whilst previously most humans lived within walking distance of where they were born and 

remained in the community in which they grew up, this is no longer the case. Relocation, mainly 
through voluntary means (i.e., personal facts) although sometimes traumatically through invol-
untary acts enacted by others (i.e., institutional facts), constitutes significant transitions for 
adults. 

5. Change in physical and psychological health – well-being (i.e., maturation – brute fact; 
institutional facts such as societally derived pressures) 
Maturation (i.e., brute fact) brings with it changes in physical capacities and dispositional 

well-being, both through biological progress and through the accumulation of lived experi-
ences. Physical strength, ability, and acuity of the sensory system evolve and transform across 
individuals’ lives, in different ways, and by degrees. This maturation has impacts upon individ-
uals’ choices about working life, and at different stages across that working life, as well as 
abilities to perform specific occupations. 

5a Change in personal health and well-being (i.e., brute facts) 
Factors associated with personal health and well-being can be the source of transitions within 
working life. For instance, not all work is age tolerant. That is, employment that is physically 
demanding may be impossible for adults to perform above a certain age to carry out that work. 
For instance, it is quite common in emergency service work and the military for workers to 
retire by 40 or 45 from frontline activities, as they do not have the strength and may be a risk 
to themselves and others (e.g., co-workers) because of that. 
5b Changes in family health and well-being (i.e. brute facts) 

There are also circumstances where, like above, issues of family health and well-being 
require workers to change occupations or modes and forms of work. This can include the impact 
upon the families of workers who are absent from home for extended periods of time because 
of their work. It can also extend to workers engaged in shift work which causes destruction of 
family life, particularly when children need to be cared for and schooled. 

6. Change in personal lifestyle (personal facts – individual choice/agency) 
This kind of change is brought about by personal factors such as existing or emerging be-

liefs that would be religious, political, or ethical. So, such changes in individuals’ personal 
beliefs and approaches to lifestyle (e.g., being a vegetarian, environmentally active, commer-
cially disengaged, i.e., personal facts) bring about transitions that are caused by either a prose-
cution of those beliefs or changes in occupational workplace practices that precipitate the need 
to transition away from that occupation, form of work, or workplace (i.e., institutional facts). 
6a Change in personal preferences and values (i.e., personal facts) 

This subcategory refers to specific kinds of changes in individuals’ values that lead to how 
they conduct themselves now and, in the future, (i.e., personal facts). For instance, across his 
working life, Salim wanted to find work that was fulfilling for him (i.e., personal facts). 
6b Change in subjectivity (i.e., personal facts) 
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This subcategory refers to changes in how individuals come to see themselves and is evi-
dent in many of the interviews, indicating their sense of self or subjectivity (i.e., personal facts). 
For example, Salim went from being a Bahà’í and an Iranian citizen to a refugee migrant, to 
intentionally gaining Australian citizenship, and also to forming the occupational subjectivity 
of a builder. 

The changes can be seen as being a product of societal factors (i.e., institutional facts) or 
those arising through nature (i.e., brute facts) (Searle, 1995). Amongst these are those that arise 
through individuals’ personal histories or ontogenies, referred to as personal facts (Billett, 
2009). 

Moreover, learning for and through these transitions were of five kinds and about: i) lan-
guage and literacy; ii) cultural practices; iii) world of work; iv) occupational skills; and v) work-
life engagement. 

These are briefly described as: 
I. Language and literacy – language skills and capacities, both spoken and written, 

were evident in trajectories of the informants, albeit in quite different ways. 
II. Cultural practices – the norms, forms, and practices associated with a nation’s po-

litical, social, or educational systems, institutional mores, occupational require-
ments, and those associated with the individuals (e.g., family tradition, faith). 

III. World of work – involving awareness of requirements for paid employment, in-
cluding being productive, punctual, reliable, solving problems, and responsive to 
those who employ and whose needs are served. Extends to understanding of differ-
ent occupations and career pathways. 

IV. Occupational skills – associated with the occupations in which individuals are em-
ployed or seeking to be employed. 

V. Work-life engagement – Learning about work-life involves individuals’ responses 
to and engagement in work as their circumstances change or are changed. Requires 
adults to fit their working life in with other priorities. 

These findings suggests explaining the processes of learning that support sustained em-
ployability in times of change and uncertainty need to account for the complex of factors com-
prising what is suggested by the social world (i.e., the social suggestion - e.g., opportunities, 
barriers, invitations, , close-distance support, et cetera) and how individuals engage with and 
shaped by their subjectivities (i.e., sense of self, relations to others), capacities (i.e., what they 
know, can do, and value), and personal epistemologies (i.e., how they make sense of the world 
and respond to it). Such findings point to a broader range of educative experiences than those 
privileged in lifelong educational provisions and the importance as viewing curriculum as being 
a personal, rather than institutional pathway. 

Through these early findings, it has been possible to depict, tentatively, the process that 
comprises these transitions and how they might be supported. That depiction suggests that there 
are: 

I. factors initiating those transitions; 
II. different kinds of changes for adults; 

III. distinct ways in how they are able to progress with those transitions through their 
learning; 

IV. different kinds of support achieved to support that learning; and 
V. distinct outcomes of those transitions. 

2 Conceptual advances and implications for practice 
There are some conceptual advances arising through this project and emerging are impli-

cations for practice. Two explanatory concepts are emerging from this study. The first is the 
concept of personal curriculum which is a construct centred on the individual and their 
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trajectory of experiences across their working lives and this centres on the person--dependent 
set of experiences that they have encountered and from that learnt through and across their 
working lives. This concept of curriculum is one that accommodates some of the earliest con-
ceptions of the term which were about capturing the pathway and totality of the experiences 
that individuals have that contribute to their learning and development over time. Of particular 
importance here is that rather than focusing on institutionally premised accounts of curriculum 
that inevitably centre on what is afforded through participation in educational institutions, and 
more recently, workplace settings, the concept of personal curriculum extends beyond that and 
is not wholly constructed around what is intended and enacted through educational institutions, 
their programs and efforts of teachers. Whilst these are important contributors to learning across 
life, they become less so across adults working life. Yet, it seems that there are other contribu-
tions that sit outside of what is afforded by educational institutions and also workplace settings. 
These include contributions from familiars, family members and what is afforded by commu-
nities (Billett 2023a). Such a set of considerations deemphasises a singular focus on education 
institutions and provisions and, taught courses to open up the range of activities and interactions 
that working age adults encounter across their working lives and acknowledges their contribu-
tions to their learning and development. 

The second contribution is a broader consideration of educative experiences (Billett 2023b). 
The data suggest that there are a range of educative experiences that provide support, guidance 
and direct assistance to working age adults learning across working life and is that these take 
forms that are quite distinct from those of intentional educational activities afforded by educa-
tional institutions. Added here are a range of experiences that provide guidance at both the very 
general level and also quite specifically about the development of occupational knowledge, con-
tributions to assist understanding and bases for engaging in working life and being supportive 
across transitions of different kinds. Of course, sitting in here are curriculum and pedagogically 
practices that are exercised through those institutions and workplaces and these are often helpful 
for providing access to and developing capacities that are difficult to learn without such assis-
tance. Also, the provision of certification for the knowledge that has been learnt is an important 
contribution from education and directly and indirectly supporting worklife learning, employabil-
ity and negotiating worklife transitions. 
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Abstract  
Context: In most countries, there is a significant increase in the number of students at risk – as 
a result of social conditions and also the COVID-19 pandemic when many students experienced 
isolation and lack of live communication with their study mates. The increase in the number of 
students at risk in vocational education and training (VET) has motivated many academic re-
searchers to examine factors influencing the rise in the number of students at risk and share 
good-practice identified. 
Approach: Research findings in academic publications on good practice in working with stu-
dents at risk in VET using qualitative and quantitative research methods. Qualitative research 
methods, interviews of students, and focus group discussions with representatives of teaching 
staff in Latvia were used. A survey of VET teachers working with at-risk students was used as 
quantitative research methods. 
Findings: An excellent and innovative finding was identified as a practice of designating a 
group mentor – representative of teaching staff devoting his/her full-time workload for individ-
ual support and conversations with students at risk. Students have mentioned that it was bene-
ficial and important for them, as often their family members could not provide such support. It 
was also noted that well-furnished classrooms and other facilities matter a great deal as moti-
vating factors, as well as involvement of students in sports activities and student governance 
bodies. 
Conclusions: Training and seminars for teaching and support staff for work with at-risk stu-
dents is highly relevant for organising successful work with at-risk students in VET. It is highly 
recommended to have representatives from teaching staff specifically designated to provide 
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individual consultations regularly and upon a specific need for students at risk on a broad spec-
trum of issues related to their personal life and studies at school.  

 
Keywords: VET students at risk, teacher support, group mentor  

1 Introduction 
Societies nowadays increasingly face the challenge of dealing with young people at risk. 

The reasons are multifold – unfavourable social or family environment, poverty, learning dif-
ficulties, psychological or emotional problems and other unfavourable circumstances. Educa-
tional systems are seeking effective solutions. It has been recognised that young people at risk 
often need additional stimulus and motivation to resist various challenging conditions, espe-
cially if their prior learning experiences and school environment has not been positive so far. 
Research also shows that many of these young people are more inclined to practice-oriented 
activities and are not keen on more academically oriented ones. For this reason, there is a good 
justification to carry out targeted research on the potentially positive role of vocational educa-
tion and training (VET) as a catalyst for improved motivation of at-risk students to deal with 
their difficulties and strive for more meaningful life modes. Moreover, besides routine VET 
procedures, additional input might be necessary to make VET even more attractive to this target 
group. In this respect, the research team has formulated the following research questions: 1. 
What are the most relevant findings worldwide in the involvement of students at risk in VET, 
with a focus on innovative solutions requiring original approaches to motivate students and 
facilitate the work of the teaching and administrative staff? 2. What are limiting and challenging 
factors for the successful involvement of students at risk into VET to develop these students as 
successful future professionals? 3. What are the views of representatives of the teaching staff 
working with students at risk in VET regarding the relevance of selected challenging aspects 
pointed out by students? 

Aim of the research: to propose research-based approaches for innovative solutions in work 
with students at risk – by their involvement in VET, with additional incentivising and support 
factors that motivate them to become valued professionals and socially active citizens, thus also 
contributing to the economic development of the country. 

Research methods used in research: to ensure the achievement of the aim of the study and 
to implement a comprehensive approach, a methodology was developed using combined meth-
ods of qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis. This also included desk research 
and analysis of various sources of information, including the available statistical data, national 
legislation, policy documents and projects. A variety of statistical data analysis methods were 
used. Student interviews and expert interviews were organised based on pre-prepared question-
naires to obtain the material for qualitative analysis. Targeted focus group discussions with 
teachers were carried out as well. To obtain a more in-depth view from the practitioner's per-
spective, interviews and discussions were conducted with the project leaders and specialists of 
targeted national level projects addressing the issues of young persons at risk. The additional 
discussions with staff of a designate ESF project in work with students at risk allowed for the 
development of a more focused methodological approach enabling the research team to arrive 
at unified conclusions and identification of potential measures to facilitate the positive devel-
opments in work with students at risk. A questionnaire was developed and based on it a pilot 
survey was conducted during which the relevant professionals recommended improvements of 
the questionnaire before its final version was distributed among the target group – teaching staff 
working with students at risk. The respondents (all members of teaching staff involved in work 
with students at risk) were invited by representative of State Education Quality Service of the 
Republic of Latvia, the institution responsible for work and professional development of the 
administrative and teaching staff dealing with students at risk. The feedback from respondents 
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was collected by use of survey platform QuestionPro, and the obtained data during the survey 
were analysed with SPSS software.     

2 Theoretical findings 

Academic researchers have presented findings on the improved solution of involvement of 
students at risk in  VET, and several relevant aspects need to be taken into consideration 
(Keijzer et al, 2022; Horsford & D'Amico, 2015), including additional attention to these stu-
dents and special training for the teaching staff (Fix et al., 2017) indicating specific relevant 
aspects (Fenwick, Field, 2014) with the students in focus requiring not only attention but also 
innovative solutions (Sarceda-Gorgoso & Barreira-Cerqueiras, 2021). Countries propose vari-
ous solutions in response to their particular experience and challenges (Lam, 2001; LeMa-
hieuhttps://www-emerald-com.datubazes.lanet.lv/insight/search?q=Paul G. LeMahieu & 
Nordstrum, Gale, 2017) with different suggestions for better policy in the field, stressing the 
importance of using the best solutions and best practices. Innovative solutions are discussed 
and analysed (Lippke & Wegener, 2014) with stress on identified innovative approaches (Mun-
dia, Salleh, 2017) with  initiatives potentially applicable for other countries in their policy mak-
ing. Researchers (Middleton, 2022; Mazin et al., 2021) have pointed out that experience in  
VET has a high value, it being part of compulsory education (López & Saurin, 2017), paying 
particular attention to the development of skills (Eegdeman et al, 2018) including cognitive 
skills. It is important to consider various aspects, including the gender of the student (Haro et 
al, 2020; Jørgensen, 2015), also showing the role of the teaching staff as crucial since the vari-
ous developed approaches can be developed and applied to address the various challenges. Re-
searchers are expressing the importance of regular updates of knowledge (Vanlommel et al., 
2023) stressing that keeping up-to-date on skills and competence also contributes to a positive 
and inspiring attitude.  

3 Empirical research results  
In individual interviews with students at risk in VET in Latvia, the presence of a group 

mentor who is devoting his/her full-time workload to consulting and supporting students in 
relation to their personal and school life was identified as an encouraging and motivating factor 
for managing their lives and striving to achieve more. Focus-group discussions of teaching staff 
representatives indicated that among other relevant aspects in their work with students at risk – 
specific training and professional development, as well as supervision activities, helped a lot. 
In the survey, questions were included to evaluate those aspects as well, to have a comprehen-
sive approach. In this paper more detailed analysis of the views of representatives of teaching 
staff in working with students at risk was in the following aspects: Opportunities for extracur-
ricular/leisure activities are an essential motivating and social inclusion stimulating factor for 
students at risk of social exclusion; The physical learning environment (rooms and equipment) 
is a motivating and social inclusion promoting factor for students at risk of social exclusion; A 
positive emotional learning environment is a motivating and social inclusion promoting factor 
for students at risk of social exclusion; Psychological support is a motivating and social inclu-
sion promoting factor for students at risk of social exclusion; An individualized approach and 
delving into the problematic issues of a specific young person is a motivating and social inclu-
sion stimulating factor for students at risk of social exclusion. All analysed aspects were re-
quired to be evaluated on scale from 1 to 10, where 1 - not supported (bad); 10 – very well 
supported (good), and there was also an option to indicate that „not applicable/no information”. 
Results of the analysed aspects evaluated by members of the teaching staff in VET working 
with students at risk are included in the following tables. 
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Table 1  
Distribution of evaluations by teaching staff in VET working with students at risk in Latvia in 
2023 on evaluated aspect Opportunities for extracurricular/leisure activities are an essential 
motivating and social inclusion factor for students at risk of social exclusion 

Evaluations Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
0 - Not applicable/No information 5 7,7 7,7 7,7 
1 - Not supporting (bad) 1 1,5 1,5 9,2 
3 3 4,6 4,6 13,8 
4 3 4,6 4,6 18,5 
5 1 1,5 1,5 20,0 
6 4 6,2 6,2 26,2 
7 13 20,0 20,0 46,2 
8 14 21,5 21,5 67,7 
9 14 21,5 21,5 89,2 
10 - Very supporting (good) 7 10,8 10,8 100,0 
Total 65 100,0 100,0  

Source. Authors calculations based on survey results, n=65, evaluation scale 1-10, where 1-not 
supporting (bad), 10-very supporting (good), 0–not applicable/no information 

 
Survey data indicate that VET teachers working with students at risk are fairly positive and 

have evaluated highly the needs to have additional activities to students at risk. Most of VET 
teachers working with students at risk gave high evaluations (7 or more) but 7,7% of teachers 
had no opinion on this aspect. 

 
Table 2 
Distribution of evaluations by teaching staff in VET working with students at risk in Latvia in 
2023 on the evaluated aspect The physical learning environment (rooms and  equipment) is a 
motivating and social inclusion-promoting factor for students at risk of social exclusion 

Evaluations Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
0 - Not applicable/No information 4 6,2 6,2 6,2 
1 - Not supporting (bad) 1 1,5 1,5 7,7 
3 1 1,5 1,5 9,2 
4 2 3,1 3,1 12,3 
5 6 9,2 9,2 21,5 
6 8 12,3 12,3 33,8 
7 13 20,0 20,0 53,8 
8 11 16,9 16,9 70,8 
9 10 15,4 15,4 86,2 
10- Very supporting (good) 9 13,8 13,8 100,0 
Total 65 100,0 100,0  

Source. Authors calculations based on survey results, n=65, evaluation scale 1-10, where 1-not 
supporting (bad), 10-very supporting (good), 0–not applicable/no information 

 
Survey data indicate that VET teachers working with students at risk are fairly positive and 

evaluated highly the importance of physical environment of learning to students at risk. Almost 
half of VET teachers working with students at risk gave high evaluations (7 or more than 7) but 
6,6% of teachers had no opinion on this aspect. 
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Table 3 
Distribution of evaluations by teaching staff in VET working with students at risk in Latvia in 
2023 on the evaluated aspect A positive emotional learning environment is a motivating and 
social inclusion promoting factor for students at risk of social exclusion 

Evaluations Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
0 1 1,5 1,5 1,5 
4 1 1,5 1,5 3,1 
5 1 1,5 1,5 4,6 
6 5 7,7 7,7 12,3 
7 10 15,4 15,4 27,7 
8 14 21,5 21,5 49,2 
9 15 23,1 23,1 72,3 
10 - Very supporting (good) 18 27,7 27,7 100,0 
Total 65 100,0 100,0  

Source: Authors calculations based on survey results, n=65, evaluation scale 1-10, where 1-not 
supporting (bad), 10-very supporting (good), 0–not applicable/no information 

 
Survey data indicate that VET teachers working with students at risk are very positive and 

highly evaluated the needs to have emotionally positive learning environment for students at 
risk. Almost half of VET teachers working with students at risk gave high evaluations (7 or 
more). 

 
Table 4 
Distribution of evaluations by teaching staff in VET working with students at risk in Latvia in 
2023 on the evaluated aspect Psychological support is a motivating and social inclusion pro-
moting factor for students at risk of social exclusion 

Evaluations Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
3 1 1,5 1,5 1,5 
5 3 4,6 4,6 6,2 
6 3 4,6 4,6 10,8 
7 7 10,8 10,8 21,5 
8 17 26,2 26,2 47,7 
9 18 27,7 27,7 75,4 
10 - Very supporting (good) 16 24,6 24,6 100,0 
Total 65 100,0 100,0  

Source: Authors calculations based on survey results, n=65, evaluation scale 1-10, where 1-not 
supporting (bad), 10-very supporting (good), 0–not applicable/no information 

 
Survey data indicate that VET teachers working with students at risk are very positive and 

have highly evaluated the need to have psychological support to students at risk. Almost half 
of VET teachers working with students at risk gave highest evaluations and every teacher had 
opinion on this aspect. 
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Table 5 
Distribution of evaluations by teaching staff in  VET working with students at risk in Latvia in 
2023 on the evaluated aspect An individualized approach and delving into the problematic is-
sues of a specific young person is a motivating and social inclusion stimulating factor for stu-
dents at risk of social exclusion 

Evaluations Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
3 1 1,5 1,5 1,5 
6 5 7,7 7,7 9,2 
7 1 1,5 1,5 10,8 
8 13 20,0 20,0 30,8 
9 18 27,7 27,7 58,5 
10 - Very supporting (good) 27 41,5 41,5 100,0 
Total 65 100,0 100,0  

Source: Authors calculations based on survey results, n=65, evaluation scale 1-10, where 1-not 
supporting (bad), 10-very supporting (good), 0–not applicable/no information 

 
Survey data indicate that VET teachers working with at-risk students are very positive and 

have highly evaluated the need for an individual approach to at-risk students. Almost half of 
VET teachers working with students at risk gave the highest evaluations and every teacher had 
opinion on this aspect. 

4 Conclusions and recommendations 
As a result of the research, conclusions have been drawn regarding the most effective 

measures for working with students at risk and for supporting the school staff involved in the 
work. The obtained data and qualitative analysis have shown the decisive role of a systemic set 
of strategic approaches and interventions at the national level. At the same time, individualised 
approaches at the institutional level are indispensable in working with the target group – young 
people at risk. Mitigation of former unfavourable experiences has a powerful potential for pos-
itive developments in working with students at risk. Also, an immediate possibility to talk and 
discuss one's problems and a prompt availability of advice or support may be crucial factors for 
addressing the risks of the target group. The research results show that the risk factors are re-
duced with adequate, timely and innovative interventions. 

Moreover, the failing students may turn into ‘regular’ students or even high-reachers with 
a strong sense of purpose in life. This clearly contributes not only to the student's personal and 
professional life fulfilment but also prevents social problems and increases the country's eco-
nomic potential. At the same time, the professional development of the teaching and support 
staff at VET institutions may play a decisive role. The research shows that regular professional 
development of the school staff may not be sufficient, and more targeted professional develop-
ment of the staff is needed to succeed in the work with students at risk of social exclusion. The 
staff working under strainful conditions need to be taken care of – with adequate remuneration 
and additional consideration for the well-being of this staff, including supervision and similar 
activities. Another conclusion is that effective innovative solutions should not remain as tem-
porary activities but need to be turned into sustainable mainstream strategies and measures with 
adequate financial provision. Creating such comprehensive and sustainable mechanisms may 
contribute to improved and more inclusive environment for all learners, including students at 
risk in VET. 



65 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

References 
Cedefop (2020). Skills forecast 2020: Latvia. Cedefop skills forecast. [Online] Available at: 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/country-reports/latvia-2020-skills-forecast 
Cedefop (2020). Vocational education and training in Europe, 1995-2035: Scenarios for European vocational 

education and training in the 21st century. Publications Office of the European Union. Cedefop reference 
series; No 114. http://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2801/794471 

Cedefop (2022). Teachers and trainers in a changing world: Building competencies for inclusive, green and dig-
italised vocational education and training (VET): Synthesis report. Luxembourg: Publications Office. 
Cedefop research paper, No 86. http://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2801/53769 

Eegdeman, I., Meeter, M., Van Klaveren, C. (2018). Cognitive skills, personality traits and dropout in Dutch vo-
cational education. Empirical Research in Vocational Education and Training, 10(1), 11. 

Fenwick, T., Field, J. (2014). Introduction of the visible and invisible in work and learning. Journal of Workplace 
Learning, 26(6/7). 

Fix, G.M., Ritzen, H.T.M., Pieters, J.M., Kuiper, W.A.J.M. (2019). Effective curricula for at-risk students in vo-
cational education: a study of teachers’ practice. Empirical Research in Vocational Education and Training, 
11(1), 1. 

Haro, B., Beranuy, M., Vega, M.A., Calvo, F., Carbonell, X. (2022). Problematic smartphone use and gender dif-
ferences in vocational education and training. Educacion XX1, 25(2), 271-290.  

Horsford, S.D., D'Amico, D. (2015). The past as more than prologue: a call for historical research. International 
Journal of Educational Management, 29(7), 863-873. 

Jørgensen, C.H. (2015). Some boys’ problems in education – what is the role of VET? Journal of Vocational 
Education and Training, 67(1), 62-77. 

Keijzer, R., van Schooten, E., van der Rijst, R., Admiraal, W. (2022). Individual characteristics of students in 
vocational education moderating the relationship between school engagement and vocational identity. Euro-
pean Journal of Psychology of Education, 37(4), 255-1283.  

Lam, J.Y.L. (2001). Economic rationalism and education reforms in developed countries. Journal of Educational 
Administration, 39(4), 346-358. 

LeMahieu, P.G., Nordstrum, L.E., Gale, D. (2017). Positive deviance: learning from positive anomalies. Quality 
Assurance in Education, 25(1), 109-124. 

Lippke, L., Wegener, C. (2014). Everyday innovation – pushing boundaries while maintaining stability. Journal 
of Workplace Learning, 26(6/7), 376-391. 

López, M.A., Saurin, A.A.N. (2017). The purpose of Compulsory Education as transition or as goal. Profesorado, 
21(4), 75-94. 

Mazin, K.A., Norman, H., Nordin, N., Ibrahim, R. (2020). MOOC Student Learning Analytics for Automotive 
Technology Programme in Vocational College. Journal of Physics: Conference Series, 1529(5), 052075. 

Middleton, S. (2022). Secondary/Tertiary High School, Changing Student Experiences Through VET. Profes-
sional and Practice-based Learning, 34, 191-207. 

Mundia, L., Salleh, S. (2017). Coping styles of failing Brunei vocational students. Education + Training, 59(4), 
389-405. 

OECD (2020). OECD Skills Strategy Implementation Guidance for Latvia: Developing Latvia’s Education De-
velopment Guidelines 2021-2027, OECD Skills Studies, OECD Publishing, Paris, 
https://doi.org/10.1787/ebc98a53-en 

Sarceda-Gorgoso, M.C., Barreira-Cerqueiras, E.M. (2021). Basic vocational training and its contribution to the 
development of competences for educational re-engagement and labor insertion: Student perception. Educar, 
57(2), 319-332. 

Strode, P., Buligina, I., Šuškeviča, I. (2022). Teachers and trainers in a changing world – Latvia: Building up 
competences for inclusive, green and digitalised vocational education and training (VET). Cedefop ReferNet 
thematic perspectives series. http://libserver.cedefop.europa.eu/vetelib/2022/teachers_and_train-
ers_in_a_changing_worl d_Latvia_Cedefop_ReferNet 

Tūtlys, V., Buligina, I., Dzelme, J., Gedvilienė, G., Loogma, K., Sloka, B., Tikkanen, T.I., Tora, G., Valjataga, 
V.T., Ümarik, M. (2022). VET ecosystems and labour market integration of at-risk youth in the Baltic coun-
tries: implications of Baltic neoliberalism. Education and Training, 60(2), 190-213.  

Vanlommel, K., van den Boom-Muilenburg, S.N., Thesingh, J., Kikken, È. (2023). How a sense of collective 
efficacy influences teacher learning during change: the role of academic optimism and shared vision. Journal 
of Professional Capital and Community, 8(1), 1-16. 

 
Research was supported by project EmpowerVET 



66 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

Biographical notes 
Dr Biruta Sloka is a professor and leading researcher at University of Latvia, has participated 
in several research projects, was supervisor of doctoral dissertations which were successfully 
defended. 
 
Dr Ilze Buligina is a leading researcher at University of Latvia, has participated in several 
research projects and development of policy documents. 
 
Mg Ginta Tora is a researcher at University of Latvia, has participated in several research 
projects. 

 
Dr Juris Dzelme is a leading researcher at University of Latvia, has participated in several 
research projects and development of policy documents. 

 
Mg Ilze Brante is a doctoral student at University of Latvia, has participated in several research 
projects and development of policy documents. 

 
Mg Kristine Liepina is a PhD candidate and research assistant at University of Latvia, has 
participated in several research. 

 
Mg Anna Angena is a doctoral student at University of Latvia, has participated in several re-
search projects. 
 
 

 



 67 

 
Copyrighted material  ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 Glasgow 

Casper, M., Augsdörfer, A., & van Meegen, A. (2023). „Blending 4 Futures“: A teacher training 
course in blended learning for vocational teachers, based on design-research. In C. Nägele, N. 
Kersh, & B. E. Stalder (Eds.), Trends in vocational education and training research, Vol. VI. 
Proceedings of the European Conference on Educational Research (ECER), Vocational Edu-
cation and Training Network (VETNET) (pp. 67–76). https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8208359 
 

„Blending 4 Futures“: A Teacher Training Course in Blended Learning for 
Vocational Teachers, Based on Design-Research 

Casper, Marc 
marc.casper@hu-berlin.de, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 

Augsdörfer, Anja 
anja.augsdoerfer@hu-berlin.de, Universität Hamburg & Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 

van Meegen, Anna 
anna.van.meegen@hu-berlin.de, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 

Abstract 
Context: In 2022, Berlin`s regional teacher training institution started a voluntary course in 
blended learning for vocational schools under the academic supervision of Humboldt Univer-
sity. 
Approach: This course was developed and evaluated as a design-based research project ac-
cording to the general model by McKenney & Reeves, with a special focus on knowledge types 
according to their epistemic categories (cf. Goldkuhl) and knowledge forms according to their 
materialisation and explication (cf. Johanneson & Perjons).  
Results: The results are both pragmatic and theoretical insights on blended learning in voca-
tional schools, manifested in a „Navigator” for the final course design and a „Knowledge Map” 
for its epistemic categories. 
Conclusion: The authors conclude that the conceptual factors of progression and supervision, 
accompanied by their respective competences, are fundamental differentiating factors in devel-
oping a distinct blended learning competence in vocational education. 

 
Keywords: blended learning, vocational education, teacher training, digitalization, design-
based research 

1 The demand for designing blended learning in vocational schools 
In 2022, Berlin`s regional teacher training institution started a voluntary course in blended 

learning for vocational schools. Members of Humboldt University joined with further education 
multipliers for digitalization to develop this course as an educational design research project 
(cf. McKenney & Reeves, 2018), tailored to teachers’ needs and the status quo in vocational 
schools in Berlin, Germany. This paper delineates the development and evaluation of this train-
ing, with a special focus on mapping the diverse types and forms of knowledge (cf. Goldkuhl, 
2020; Johannesson & Perjons, 2014) which informed both the design and the theoretical under-
standing obtained from it. 

The demand for such a form of teacher training was based on lessons learned during the 
COVID19 pandemic’s lockdowns and emergency remote teaching (cf. Hodges et al., 2020). 
Evidently, online learning environments and digital media allow for new educational settings 
with the potential to increase and innovate learning effects (cf. Müller & Mildenberger, 2021). 
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However, technologies and the respective legislatures are developing at a rapid pace (e.g. the 
European Data Protection Regulation, https://gdpr.eu/), so teachers on-the-job need further 
training to acquire „an increasingly broad and more sophisticated set of competences” (cf. the 
European DigiCompEdu framework, Redecker, 2017, p. iv). Also, current generations of learn-
ers use media in very different ways and for very different aims than their teachers do (cf. Khan 
& Vuopala, 2019; Feierabend et al., 2017), calling for a reflection and redefinition of media 
competences for both groups. Focusing on vocational education, ‘new work’ increasingly relies 
on digital media, specific vocational competences, and self-regulation (cf. Rafiola et al., 2020), 
which cannot be expected to be covered by current curricula yet. 

At the same time, diverse challenges considering online learning have been discovered. It 
has been evident throughout the COVID19 pandemic that on-site teaching still has various sub-
stantial advantages over online teaching. Particularly, schools serve custodial and social func-
tions: They offer students a range of possibilities to meet with and emotionally grow among 
peers in complex social situations. Also, schools supervise learners on behalf of parents and 
other custodians. This „baby sitter function”, as Wall (1978) put it cynically, is a socioeconomic 
prerequisite for most families to partake in work life (as experienced by many in a very stressful 
way during COVID19 lockdowns). Goudeau et al. (2021) summarize how school closures and 
remote teaching with predominantly digital resources exacerbated social class disparities in 
three ways: 

• the digital divide (learners` unequal access to digital resources, tools and skills), 
• the cultural divide (unequal familiarity with academic knowledge and skills; unequal 

dispositions for autonomy and self-regulation), and 
• the structural divide (unequal support of learners from schools). 
In addition, concerning vocational education with its many lab and workshop settings, 

hands-on and on-site learning are still understood to be indispensable for the development of 
practical work skills, which in turn have an effect on students' employability and emancipation. 

In consequence, it is not ‘pure’ online learning but deliberate ‘blended’ learning which is 
of considerable importance for vocational schools, teachers, and learners. „Blended learning” 
can be defined as „a formal education program in which a student learns at least in part through 
online delivery of content and instruction with some element of student control over time, place, 
path, and/or pace and at least in part at a supervised brick-and-mortar location away from 
home.” (Staker & Horn, 2012, p. 3) Teachers who want to develop blended learning programs 
then need some specific competences, which both include and exceed the respective compe-
tences for online and on-site elements of their programs. The design research project „Blend-
ing4Futures” aimed at identifying such competences while developing a suitable teacher train-
ing course. 

2 Approach: Practice what you preach – design what you study – know what you know 
As educational design research aims to combine a specific „maturing intervention” with 

general „theoretical understanding” (cf. McKenney & Reeves, 2018), the course development 
was conducted as an agile, iterative process based on collaborative work and formative feed-
back. In a ‘practice what you preach’ approach to blended learning, both the development pro-
cess and the final course deliberately blended online and on-site activities. The participating 
teachers learned how to design blended learning formats for their respective target groups of 
students of different vocations, while partaking in a blended learning training format them-
selves. Thus, participating teachers could experience blended learning both from the perspec-
tives of learners and of developers. In effect, trainers, researchers, and participants constantly 
reflected on conditions, factors, and principles of successful blended learning, in an agile mind-
set of (re-)designing the course as it progressed. 



69 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

Inspired by Sandoval’s (2014) concept of „conjecture mapping” for design research, a 
„knowledge map” was created to illustrate the various types and forms of knowledge informing 
the design and being obtained from it as in- and outflows. Data for this was collected via desk-
top research, document analysis, and formative and summative feedbacks both during design 
meetings (concerning the involved teacher trainers) and during training sessions (concerning 
the participating teachers). As a learning management system, Berlin's central Moodle platform 
„Lernraum Berlin” (https://www.lernraum-berlin.de/) was used, offering the developers diverse 
tools for collaboration and evaluation, such as collaborative documents, video calls, and anon-
ymized survey tools. 

As Kretz (2020) explains, designing is an interwoven trifold process of understanding, 
structuring and changing a given situation simultaneously. From a designer’s perspective, it is 
inevitable that you study what you design – and to design what you study. It is therefore not 
feasible to divide this complexity in practice. However, a linear model helps in pre-structuring, 
documenting, and communicating design research endeavours. In this sense, McKenney & 
Reeves (2018) propose a three-phase process model with iterations for educational design re-
search. For „Blending4Futures”, this model was utilized to structure both the design project and 
the knowledge map as one of its results. These phases are: 
1. Analysis and Exploration, 
2. Design and Construction, and 
3. Evaluation and Reflection, plus a parallel dimension of steadily increasing 
4. Implementation and Spread 

Depending on the phases, the types and forms of knowledge varied and were characterised 
according to the typologies of Goldkuhl (2020) and Johannesson & Perjons (2014). Goldkuhl 
differentiates knowledge types according to their epistemic categories. The following 
knowledge types are especially important in design processes: 

• „descriptive knowledge” is about states and effects, 
• „explanatory knowledge” is about causes, relations and reasons, 
• „normative knowledge” is about values and goals, 
• „prospective knowledge” is about reasonable possibilities, potentials and hypotheses, 
• „prescriptive knowledge” is about (validated) principles and rules. 
In addition, Johannesson & Perjons differentiate forms of knowledge according to their 

materialisation and explication: 
• „explicit knowledge” is symbolised in texts, numbers, media etc., which makes it rel-

atively easy to store and transfer, 
• „embodied knowledge” is the internalized experience of people, such as successful 

patterns of acting, which are usually implicit, 
• „embedded knowledge” is incorporated in objects and processes, such as a tool bearing 

information about how to use it (e.g., scissors usually have an ‘instructional’ shape, 
indicating that it would be effective to put fingers into its holes and perform a grabbing 
movement) 

In combination, McKenney & Reeves’ (2018) phases, Goldkuhl’s (2020) types and Johan-
nesson & Perjons’ (2014) forms of knowledge offer a comprehensive framework for structuring 
and documenting the cognitive dimensions of design research. For example, in the case of 
Blending4Futures, during „Analysis and Exploration”, relevant knowledge tended to be „ex-
plicit” in the form of published literature and „embodied” in the form of participants' teaching 
experience and best practice. While empirical literature hinted at „descriptive” and „explana-
tory” knowledge gained in the past and by others, the participants expressed their own „norma-
tive” and „prospective” knowledge in designing their new blended learning ideas (e.g., „what 
we should and could be doing”). During „Evaluation and Reflection” then, knowledge tended 
to be „embedded” in the form of design artefacts, such as blended learning concept documents, 
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learning management system courses, and teaching materials/learning media. By identifying 
their effective design principles, „prescriptive” implications for future developments were for-
mulated. 

3 Results 
In line with McKenney and Reeves (2018), the project’s results include both the realized design 
artefacts and theoretical understanding, especially transferrable design principles. The proto-
typical design includes a written concept, a „Navigator” visualizing the events-and-tasks struc-
ture of the course, and the respective learning media (all tasks and materials in a Moodle 
course). Table 1 shows a generalized version of the final „Navigator”. 

 
Table 1 
The Blending4Futures Navigator, generalized version 

 
 
The „Blending4Futures” training course began in September 2022 with an on-site work-

shop and ended in March 2023 with a presentation marketplace. Another on-site workshop took 
place in November. Those three on-site workshops were connected via three asynchronous 
phases with online learning tasks and resources. Optional coaching calls were offered to ac-
company the online phases. The activity structure, tasks and contents can easily be read from 
the navigator; however, a very important insight must be added: The final course design actu-
ally reflects McKenney & Reeves’ (2018) design research model. The first on-site workshop 
and online tasks aimed at „Analysis and Exploration”, guiding teachers in exchanging their 
prior experiences with online and blended teaching and learning, explicating and validating 
those experiences (cf. „embedded knowledge”) with the help of theories and literature, and 
analysing their local conditions for blended learning (cf. „descriptive/explanatory knowledge”). 
The second workshop and asynchronous phase focused on „Design and Construction”, support-
ing the participating teachers in creating their own blended learning formats with the help of 
didactical frameworks, potential (online) tools and creativity coaching (cf. „normative/prospec-
tive knowledge”). The last asynchronous phase and the final workshop concluded with „Eval-
uation and Reflection”, by exchanging participants’ products and ideas and looking back on 
their own learning processes throughout those last weeks and months. By generalizing and val-
idating their latest experiences in a group, they formulated implications for future developments 
(cf. „prescriptive knowledge”). 
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Since the partners of Humboldt University had a special interest in knowledge creation 
through design, a „Knowledge Map” for blended learning in vocational schools based on the 
experiences from „Blending4Futures” was created. It is available as a dynamic Miro board in 
German (van Meegen et al., 2023) and depicted in Table 2. Just like the „Navigator”, the 
„Knowledge Map” is structured according to McKenney & Reeves’ (2018) model. The follow-
ing subsections explain some details of this „Knowledge Map”. 

 
Table 2 
The Blending4Futures Knowledge Map (for dynamic version via Miro, cf. van Meegen et al., 
2023) 

 

3.1 Analysis and Exploration 
With the process of „Analysis”, McKenney & Reeves associate a predominantly empirical, 

descriptive, and explanatory approach to a specific local problem or issue, using guiding ques-
tions such as: „What is the problem? Why is it this way? What would constitute a solution? 
What are the boundary conditions?” (McKenney, 2022, sl. 52) – This approachable and illus-
trative wording is cited from an unpublished keynote presentation by Susan McKenney. In 
McKenney & Reeves, (2018), these questions are elaborated more methodologically. „Explo-
ration”, on the other hand, is associated with a more global, investigative approach to learning 
from others who have already dealt with similar/related issues, using guiding questions such 
as: „What is already known? What are best practices? With whom can we collaborate?” (ibid.) 

Thus, the whole project started by asking: What lessons have vocational teachers from 
Berlin learned about blended learning during emergency remote teaching in the COVID19 pan-
demic? In-depth inquiries were conducted to explore the perspectives of teachers, including the 
rationale for engaging in research and development on blended learning in vocational educa-
tion, the current situation at vocational schools in Berlin, and the essential types of knowledge 
required for designing blended learning formats. To address these questions, information was 
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gathered through discussion sessions during the initial workshop. The following common in-
sights regarding challenges and difficulties in implementing blended learning were identified: 

• There is an unequal distribution of access to technological resources and physical 
spaces among both learners and teachers. 

• Local data protection regulations pose obstacles to using industry-standard software 
in schools. 

• Digital competences from private life do not automatically transfer to learning in 
school settings. 

• The pandemic revealed various potentials and limitations of online learning. 
• There was an increased workload for both learners and teachers due to inadequate al-

location of time and resources for asynchronous and digital learning and working 
phases. 

These local personal insights („embodied descriptive knowledge”) were then contrasted 
with the explicit descriptive and explanatory insights from literature and researchers who al-
ready investigated blended learning and discovered challenges, potentials, and success factors: 

• In blended learning, learners tend to experience difficulties with concentration and 
motivation which demand special consideration (Dorfer et al., 2021). 

• Learning and working digitally poses new challenges in demarcating life domains and 
privacy (Hansl, 2021). 

• The increasing number of available online tools is disorienting and demands well-
founded decision-making (Dorfer et al., 2021). 

• When chosen voluntarily, online components of blended learning positively impact 
self-discipline, self-motivation, and digital competences (Krismadinata et al., 2020), 
as well as knowledge acquisition (Kopp/Mandl, 2009). 

• Offline/in-person sessions facilitate in-depth knowledge exploration, cooperative dis-
cussions, and sharing experiences. They also sustain and enhance interaction among 
learners and between learners and teachers through timely feedback and learning sup-
port (Beckmann, 2020). 

In conclusion, „Analysis and Exploration” confirm the „normative” and „prospective 
knowledge” that blended learning formats for vocational school settings should be developed 
deliberately. 

3.2 Design and Construction 
This phase includes the determination of the local prerequisites for a specific design, as 

well as its incremental and iterative (‘step-by-step’) implementation and revision with the help 
of general (or generalizable) construction criteria such as frameworks, tools, patterns, and prin-
ciples. Guiding questions for the local „Design”-perspective are: „What could we do? What 
should we do? What would that look like?”, yhose for the global „Construction”-perspective 
are: „How do we make it? How do we improve it?” (McKenney, 2022, sl. 56) 

During on-site workshops, teachers were introduced to design principles and theories for 
blended learning (e.g., Staker & Horn, 2012). Models and frameworks applicable to the design 
of blended learning environments showcase what is feasible, but their effectiveness in specific 
cases is not assured. Throughout this phase, it became evident that the majority of realizable 
blended learning formats incorporate the concept of flipped classroom as a „homework variant” 
or „lab rotations” within the school setting (ibid.). Many teachers adopted the trainers’ idea of 
a „Blended Learning Navigator” akin to an advanced organizer, to provide a visual overview 
of the content and media sequence. Also, a written concept template proved helpful for teachers 
in aligning tools with specific learning tasks/processes, such as brainstorming, collaboration, 
feedback, assessment and testing, as well as interactive media and tasks. 
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The written concept format which resulted from the training course can be regarded as a 
standard template for blended learning in vocational schools. Participating teachers employed 
this template to develop their own blended learning prototypes for learners. The parameters of 
the template are: 
1. Working Title of the format (indicating both content and methods) 
2. Curriculum Context (when and why to teach) 
3. Learning Objectives (integrating vocational and media competences) 
4. Vocational Core (vocational problems, work processes, and products learners will encoun-

ter) 
5. Progression Concept (events-and-tasks structure as well as the logic of transitions between 

elements) 
6. Supervision Concept (supportive moderation, coaching, social, and custodial activities) 
7. Lessons Learned and Development Ideas (incorporating an ongoing redesign of the con-

cept based on teaching experience and student feedback 
Especially the points 5. „Progression” and 6. „Supervision” proved to be important. A peculi-
arity of blended learning, as opposed to pure online and pure on-site learning, is the need to 
plan for and manage the transitions between online and offline realms. This has didactical as 
well as technical dimensions, since special tasks and technologies are needed. For example, 
technologies for a transition from offline to online are 

• recording (photos, audio, video, …), 
• scanning (2D and 3D, QR codes, NFC, RFID, …), and 
• sensors (light, sound, temperature, magnetism, …); 
examples for the transition from online to offline are 
• playing (speakers, projectors, …), 
• printing (2D and 3D, …), and 
• programming of actors/automation (CNC, electronic motors, …). 

Under the term ‘supervision’, the participants discussed the broad variety of learning support 
strategies, such as learning coaching, logfiles, time- and self-management tools, peer learning 
and more, which deserve a special emphasis in blended learning settings with their „element[s] 
of student control over time, place, path, and/or pace” (Staker & Horn, 2012, p. 3). While most 
teachers are experienced in some such strategies in offline contexts, for online activities, they 
might have to look into relatively new e-moderating practices (e.g., Salmon, 2011, p. 60ff). 

3.3 Evaluation and Reflection 
In this phase, the aim is to gain insights into the quality of the intervention, with the guiding 

question „How do we investigate it? What do we see? What does this mean?”, and to reflect on 
the evaluation in terms of its (theoretical and practical) reasons and implications with the ques-
tions „What are its implications for practice? What are its implications for theory?” (McKen-
ney, 2022, sl. 62) 

Under the motto ‘practice what you preach’, the training course was intentionally designed 
as a blended learning experience. Thus, participating educators had the valuable opportunity to 
experience and evaluate the format from a learner’s perspective, enabling them to critically 
analyse factors which might be significant for their students in their respective blended learning 
environments, as well. Throughout the on-site workshops, anonymous written evaluations were 
collected, and a focus group discussion took place during the final session, from which selected 
quotations are provided below (own translation, German originals are shown in the knowledge 
map): 

 
• „I enjoyed the variety of input and collegial exchange!” 
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• „Well-structured input helps me deepen my knowledge of blended learning.” 
• „I appreciated the open and conducive work atmosphere.” 
• „The productive exchange and collaborative experimentation with digital tools pro-

vided me with valuable insights.” 
• „The individual support/coaching was helpful.” 
 
Reflections from additional discussions between the involved digitalization multipliers and 

the partners at Humboldt University were distilled into a set of ‘lessons learned’, captured in a 
‘starter pack’ or ‘first aid’ postcard which was later printed and handed out to more teachers 
interested in developing their own blended learning formats: 

 
• Begin with familiar elements and prioritize the use of digital tools to establish routines 

and increase degrees of freedom for both teachers and learners. 
• Keep it simple. Often, straightforward and streamlined tools prove to be the most ef-

fective for learning. 
• Assess all traditional instructional inputs for opportunities to differentiate and foster 

self-guided learning through digital alternatives, thereby creating additional space and 
time for face-to-face interactions. 

• Pay special attention to supporting individuals facing socioeconomic disadvantages in 
the development of blended learning formats, ensuring equitable access to facilities, 
devices, and proactive assistance. 

• Visualize the phases, milestones, and interconnectedness of instructional concepts to 
facilitate navigation for all stakeholders involved. 

• Recognize that asynchronous instruction constitutes dedicated work and learning time. 
Allocate these periods fairly and judiciously. 

• When scheduling the implementation of blended learning, prioritize off-peak 
hours/days and concurrent blocks to optimize its effectiveness. 

3.4 Implementation and Spread 
At the moment of writing, three levels of implementation and spread can be identified for 
„Blending4Futures”: 

 
• School level: The potential implementation of the participating teachers’ newly devel-

oped blended learning concepts at their respective schools was a central aspect of the 
training course. Some of the concepts were already tested during the training course, 
others are ready to be applied in the next school year. Their realization and spread, 
however, remains in the hands of those teachers. 

• Training level: The training course „Blending4Futures” will be repeated in 2023 and 
probably continued after that, led by the regional further education multipliers for dig-
italization which have been involved in designing the course. 

• Political level: Due to the success of the course and the increased interest of vocational 
schools to develop innovative blended learning formats, the Senate Department for 
Education, Youth and Family, Berlin, granted an extensive three-year pilot project ac-
cording to the state school law, §18 SchulG Berlin. This ‘Schulversuch’ under the 
same name „Blending4Futures” allows ten participating vocational schools to test and 
evaluate innovative formats which are not yet covered by local regulations, with aca-
demic supervision and evaluation. The authors participate as didactic counsellors in a 
design-research setting similar to that of the training course. Such ‘Schulversuch’ pilot 
projects explicitly aim at modernizing regulations to account for educational 
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innovations. Thus, it can be expected that further implementations and disseminations 
of blended learning will be supported by political stakeholders in the near future. 

4 Conclusion 
As stated in section 3.2, the authors conclude that the factors ‘progression’ and ‘supervi-

sion’, accompanied by their respective competences, are fundamental differentiating factors in 
the development of a distinct blended learning competence tailored to blended learning envi-
ronments in vocational education. These factors transcend the media and methods competences 
already required for traditional online or on-site education. By intentionally integrating online 
and on-site educational approaches, new challenges pertaining to progression and transitions 
emerge. These challenges encompass various aspects, such as the effective transfer of outcomes 
from online activities to on-site activities and the efficient organization and communication of 
mandatory and self-organized elements. Furthermore, challenges in supervision arise due to the 
need to adhere to attendance regulations, particularly in labs and workshops, as well as the 
application of e-moderating practices (as referenced by Salmon, (2011, p. 60ff), fulfilling com-
munication and feedback requirements, and providing differentiated support to address socio-
economic disparities. Consequently, the factors ‘Progression’ and ‘Supervision’ shed light on 
the specific challenges and design principles that set blended learning in vocational schools 
apart from other educational settings. 

Although the integration of new pedagogical concepts is always accompanied by scepti-
cism and challenges to overcome, it simultaneously presents opportunities and possibilities. 
Through the design-based research approach, this teacher training course aimed to build on 
post-pandemic experiences of teachers at a meta-level, to create space for exchange, and to 
identify, promote, and stimulate reflections on the teaching competencies required, by way of 
participating in a course of the same concept (‘practice what you preach’). Designing blended 
learning formats is not only about identifying suitable tools to support online learning pro-
cesses, but also about identifying the diverse competencies of learners and promoting them 
through the tailored coordination of online and offline phases. It is not merely about the use of 
new media, but rather about understanding the respective potentials and challenges of online 
and offline learning environments, using digital tools for individualization and differentiation, 
enabling the promotion of personal competencies, and utilizing the social needs and opportuni-
ties of offline phases to promote social competencies and, not to be forgotten: the joy of learning 
and working together. 

 
„Blending4Futures” is sponsored by the Senate Department for Education, Youth and Families, 
Berlin. 
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Abstract 
Context: A network of three vocational schools in Berlin partnered with Humboldt-University, 
the NGO EPIZ – „Center for Global Citizenship Education” and the Senate Department for 
Education, Youth and Family, Berlin, which is responsible for in-service teacher training. As 
„Flagship Schools for Sustainability”, they aim to develop innovative school-specific curricula 
and learning settings for sustainability in their respective vocations, which are: Social security 
clerks at Hermann-Scheer-School, gardeners at Peter-Lenné-School, and industrial mechanics 
at Georg-Schlesinger-School. The diversity of these vocations (administration, „green”, and 
industrial domain) represents that sustainability is indeed relevant in all vocations, but with 
very different aspects. It also offers the possibility to research similarities and differences in 
curriculum development, aiming at generalizable knowledge such as transferrable design prin-
ciples, to be applied to other vocations and schools in the future.  
Approach: The network operates under a design-based research paradigm, aiming at pragmatic 
change and local developments while generating theoretical understanding and transferrable 
knowledge (cf. McKenney & Reeves, 2018). The school-specific curriculum development 
strategy follows the competency matrix approach proposed and by Casper et al. (2021) and 
Kastrup et al. (2021).  
Findings: The results presented here include the three vocation-specific competency matrixes 
developed by the „Flagship Schools” and comments on both general and vocation-specific in-
sights.  
Conclusion: The paper concludes with an outlook on prioritizing vocation-specific climate 
change education. 

 
Keywords: vocational school, curriculum development, sustainability, competence frame-
work, design-based research 

1 The importance of education for sustainable development 
With the „European Green Deal”, environmental degradation and climate change gain in-

creased political and public attention in Europe (European Commission, 2023). Many institu-
tions and enterprises have implemented ‘sustainability’ activities, although tending to 
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oversimplify ‘sustainability’ by reducing it to environmentalist terms, efficiency of resources, 
or even counterproductive ideas of ‘continuity’, which might lead to self-assuring instead of 
necessary transformative practices. In contrast, this paper follows the transformational under-
standing of ‘sustainability’ of the United Nations’ Agenda 2030 and its 17 Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), which aim to „stimulate action […] in areas of critical importance for 
humanity and the planet” (https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda). Thus, the UNESCO defines educa-
tion for sustainable development as the endeavour to „give learners of all ages the knowledge, 
skills, values and agency to address interconnected global challenges including climate change, 
loss of biodiversity, unsustainable use of resources, and inequality. It empowers learners of all 
ages to make informed decisions and take individual and collective action to change society 
and care for the planet.” (UNESCO, 2023) Sustainability in this sense is an existential personal 
and global affair in the long run. 

However, organizations and companies both small and large also need to address today’s 
economic, social and environmental requirements to be ‘sustainable’ in the sense of long-term 
success and responsibility. On the one hand, demand for alternative resources and products is 
rising, leading to changes in business models and market approaches. On the other hand, social 
movements such as „Fridays for Future” emphasize the changing value systems of young peo-
ple, indicating that true corporate responsibility (both ecological and social) will be of increased 
importance for attracting qualified and motivated apprentices across Europe and beyond. The 
ongoing demographic change in Europe (cf. Prskawetz, 2007) puts young people in a good 
bargaining position: The next generation wants to - and will largely be able to - choose employ-
ment according to their personal values and purposes (cf. van den Bergh & Wulf, 2017). Sus-
tainability in the UN sense thus becomes an employer branding factor and an objective of vo-
cational education and training, as well. 

2 The role of vocational schools’ internal curriculum development for sustainability ed-
ucation: The case of Berlin’s „Flagship Schools for Sustainability” 
In Germany, education is understood to enable competences and sustainable structures (cf. 

Deutscher Bundestag 2017). Especially „vocational education and training for sustainable de-
velopment” (VET-ESD) is promoted as a key factor, since a qualified workforce drives inno-
vation and transformation. One example: the German transition to renewable energy („Ener-
giewende”) is significantly executed by qualified vocational workers such as electricians, who 
plan, install and maintain necessary technologies (cf. Hemkes et al., 2013). Considering the 
scope of the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (https://sdgs.un.org/goals), 
every vocation can contribute to sustainability in specific ways according to its products, ser-
vices and fields of expertise. Every step of a value chain offers possibilities to promote – or 
impede – sustainable developments, from raw materials, production and logistics to services 
and waste/disposal tasks. 

How can these complex and domain-specific capabilities be identified and operationalized 
for vocational education curricula? In German VET, a multi-stakeholder approach to deriving 
vocational curricula is applied. Whenever official curricula for a certain vocational domain are 
developed or updated, a group of representatives of different stakeholders such as employers, 
employees, teachers, labour researchers and sometimes NGOs, enters the discussion, managed 
by the Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training („Bundesinstitut für Berufsbild-
ung”, BIBB). While arguing in the interest of their stakeholders, the representatives in such 
committees draw knowledge from work research, current expertise, and pilot projects. Due to 
this discursive mode, modernizing official vocational curricula can be a long and cumbersome 
political process. In some cases, it takes two decades for an official vocational curriculum to be 
modernized. 
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Such a time span would not allow companies and schools to address state-of-the-art pro-
cesses and technologies. In consequence, official vocational curricula in Germany are rather 
abstract and tend to have some degrees of freedom content-wise. In this sense, in 2021, a new 
standard for ‘sustainability’ has been announced for all apprenticeship courses in Germany (cf. 
BIBB, 2021), however, it is very general and lacks specifics for individual vocations. Identify-
ing, formulating and promoting vocation-specific competences and contents for sustainability 
is thus delegated to vocational educators with the respective field competences. 

Since vocational schools have to address students’ and apprentices’ needs in a changing 
world as immediately and specifically as possible, developing specific internal curricula is a 
part of their educational mission. This is a great chance for innovation and subjectively relevant 
teaching and learning, but it is also a challenging task, considering that teachers need time, 
expertise and other resources to perform this kind of analytical and transformative work. In 
order to address these challenges, a network of three vocational schools in Berlin partnered with 
Humboldt-University, the NGO EPIZ – „Center for Global Citizenship Education” and the Sen-
ate Department for Education, Youth and Family, which is responsible for in-service teacher 
training. As „Flagship Schools for Sustainability”, they aim to develop innovative school-spe-
cific curricula and learning settings for sustainability in their respective vocations, which are: 

 
• social security clerks at Hermann-Scheer-School, 
• gardeners at Peter-Lenné-School, and 
• industrial mechanics at Georg-Schlesinger-School. 

 
The diversity of these vocations (administration, „green”, and industrial domains) repre-

sents that sustainability is indeed relevant in all vocations, but with very different aspects. It 
also offers the possibility to research similarities and differences in curriculum development, 
aiming at generalizable knowledge such as transferrable design principles, to be applied to other 
vocations and schools in the future. With this aim, the academic partners in the network struc-
ture these development processes as design-based research projects (cf. McKenny & Reeves, 
2018) with a continuous flow of information, knowledge and feedback. This paper delineates 
the applied curriculum development strategy, which is based on successful prior projects in 
different domains such as trade and logistics (Casper et al. 2021) and food production (Kastrup 
et al. 2021). The core results presented here are three competency frameworks which serve as 
thematical curricular overviews. They show how the three participating schools understand and 
specify sustainability competencies in their respective vocations. 

3 Design-based research and the framework for identifying vocation-specific compe-
tencies for sustainable development 
The „Flagship Schools”-network follows the pragmatic methodology of educational design 

research as suggested by McKenney & Reeves (2018). The project partners equally pursue em-
pirical understanding, theory formation, and pragmatic changes in the interwoven process of 
designing (Kretz, 2020). With this understanding, the analysis and active guidance of local 
cases of innovative development is assumed to lead to overarching, generalizable theoretical 
findings from and about practice. The three schools and their respective development projects 
are such local cases from which area-specific theories (i.e. models of sustainability-related vo-
cational competencies), situation-specific solutions (i.e. learning tasks) and transferrable design 
principles are developed. Since all partners in the network are actively involved in developing, 
it is not a mere case-study, but a true design project in progress. 

The well-tested strategy applied here for identifying sustainability-related vocational com-
petences emerged from prior German projects in other vocational domains (commerce/trade: 
Casper et al., 2021; food: Kastrup et al., 2021). It follows six steps: 
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1. Associatively COLLECT aspects of sustainability in the given vocation. 
2. DEFINE domain-specific tasks and process profiles concerning sustainable develop-

ment and use these to specify the competence framework blueprint. 
3. STRUCTURE the collected aspects by assigning them to slots of a specified VET-

ESD competency matrix. 
4. FORMULATE vocational competences as learning objectives for selected slots of 

the framework. 
5. ASSIGN these competences to given (if necessary: new) curriculum positions and 

sections of the respective educational standards documents. 
6. CHECK whether crucial aspects have been missed, with special regards to the Sus-

tainable Development Goals and slots of the framework which have yet been left 
empty. 

 
After defining competences and learning objectives, learning settings and tasks can be de-

veloped, applying teachers' professional knowledge and sustainability-specific didactical prin-
ciples such as those proposed by Schütt-Sayed et al. (2021) and Casper et al. (2023). This strat-
egy has been applied to a variety of apprenticeship courses in pilot projects sponsored by BIBB 
before, however, as is the mission of BIBB, those projects were addressed at training compa-
nies, not at (public) schools. 

For the „Flagship Schools”-network, the partners assume that the same strategy can be 
applied to school curricula development. Over the course of one year, a set of workshops with 
teachers and the institutional partners was arranged. The role of Humboldt-University was to 
introduce and guide the process according to prior experiences. EPIZ accompanied the process 
with their expertise in global learning and sustainability education, as well as offering spring 
and autumn workshop events for guided development, exchange, and feedback. The senate rep-
resentative legitimates the process as a matter of further education, arranges for time resources 
and grants partial reliefs from teaching obligations for selected participating teachers. 

The iteration/adaptation of the BIBB-process lead to the following steps: For (1) COL-
LECTING, workshop participants were asked to brainstorm associations with the term ‘sus-
tainability’ in respect to their vocations, school life, and private life. This also served as a team-
building exercise, giving participants the opportunity to learn more about each other and to 
identify shared values, interests and concerns. The brainstormed terms were then clustered ac-
cording to the five „didactic analytical categories” of Vollmer & Kuhlmeier (2014): 

 
• social, ecologic, and economic aspects (interdependence, discrepancies, dilemmas)  
• effects on others (local, regional, global)  
• effects on the future (positive vision, agency, responsibility)  
• action strategies (consistency, sufficiency, efficiency) 
• life cycles and value chains (products, processes) 
 
Starting from the „processes”-cluster, the next step was to (2) DEFINE those work pro-

cesses and tasks which actually confront apprentices/students with matters of sustainability. 
This approach aims to model sustainability as a dimension of daily (work) life rather than as an 
abstract regulative idea. This way, students can experience agency and find feasible ways of 
promoting sustainability in their own scope of action. While many sustainability-related deci-
sions have to be made on a managerial or political level, there is also a lot that qualified workers 
can influence directly. However, these processes and tasks are understood to be the starting 
point, but not the end of education for sustainable development. 
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Thus, in step (3), a STRUCTURE for both direct scopes of action and more indirect scopes 
of understanding was built, aiming at a comprehensive picture of competencies for sustainable 
vocational action. For this, Humboldt-University introduced the competency matrix framework 
which had been developed in prior BIBB projects. Table 1 shows the published example for the 
domain of food crafts and food industry to illustrate this. 

The BIBB-competency framework is defined by an X-axis with integrated competence di-
mensions, i.e. „Sustainable action competency as the ability to take… 

 
• sustainable professional action [aspects of product- and process-related expertise] 
• socially responsible action [aspects of empathy and accountability; and] 
• meaningful and self-responsible action [aspects of empowerment and identification].” 

(Strotmann et al., 2022, p. 3) 
 
and a Y-axis with hierarchical „fields of action”, i.e. 

 
• job-related work processes; 
• entrepreneurial and organizational decisions; [and] 
• social developments and political decisions.” (ibid.) 

 
These categories result in a three-by-three matrix with nine thematic competency slots for 

each of the three selected vocations. As shown in Table 1, in prior BIBB projects investigating 
domains instead of individual vocations, such frameworks could be differentiated into even 
more stages and fields. For the „Flagship Schools”, however, the concise version of 3x3 was 
chosen in order to keep illustrations simple and focussed. 

The steps (4) FORMULATE and (5) ASSIGN were carried out simultaneously by check-
ing for existing learning tasks and possibilities to promote sustainability aspects by adding or 
changing certain aspects without changing the complete learning setting. This approach was 
chosen since the involved teachers did not have plenty resources for radical development. Also, 
they wanted to make a point towards their less involved colleagues for small changes having 
big impacts. Up to now, many sustainability-relevant learning objectives could already be for-
mulated and assigned to existing tasks and learning settings, but some completely new settings 
still had to be developed. In the next section, the three respective competency frameworks and 
some exemplary learning tasks will be presented. The closing section will give an outlook on 
step (6) CHECK, since the whole process is still in progress to this date and CHECKING is 
understood as an ongoing formative evaluation of iterative development. 

4 Results 
The competency frameworks developed with the participating schools largely speak for 

themselves. They are presented in the following subsections with some comments on specifics 
and exemplary learning tasks. In general, it was perceived as very helpful to follow a similar 
process in three schools simultaneously. Exchanging early ideas and drafts helped the schools 
to adapt, find some common principles, and to contrast their respective vocational specifics. 
For example, a group of very dedicated physical education teachers from Hermann-Scheer-
Schule emphasized personal health aspects of work life with new learning tasks, which was 
adopted by all schools (cf. „Maintaining personal health” as „meaningful and self-responsible 
action” in „work routines”), although in very different ways: Social security clerks primarily 
work in office environments, which are stressful due to long periods of sitting and screen work. 
Gardeners, on the other hand, tend to carry heavy objects; and mechanics potentially work in 
loud, hot and dangerous environments. Starting with self-care and reflection in these areas can 
then lead to a higher awareness of working conditions in a global context and thus allow for 
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empathic discussions about social justice and human rights along the respective value chains. 
Other common insights were a respective focus on resource efficiency on the level of „sustain-
able professional action” in „work routines” and a reflection of vocational identification, role 
perceptions, and personal contributions to the greater/common good on the level of „meaning-
ful and self-responsible action” in „the (global) environment and society”. Those competency 
fields now invite historical, systemic, and ethical perspectives on the vocations at hand. In gen-
eral, the column of „meaningful and self-responsible action” was embraced by many as a 
chance to address more clearly the emancipatory educational mission of vocational schools in 
the greater sense of German ‘Bildung’, surpassing mere qualification and job training for an 
ambition of holistic, humanistic personal growth. 

 
Table 1 
Competency matrix and thematic areas in the Food Crafts and Food Industry (Strotmann et al., 
2022, p. 3) 

  Competency 
dimension 

Fields of action 

Sustainable action competency as the ability to take… 

… sustainable 
professional action  

… socially responsible 
action 

… meaningful and self-
responsible action 

Jo
b-

re
la

te
d 

w
or

k 
pr

oc
es

se
s  Procurement and 

provision of raw 
materials  

Selecting and providing 
raw materials as 

required 

Evaluating upstream 
working- and 

production-conditions 
and supply chains 

Creating a „from the 
field to the table“ 

mindset 

Processing, storage, 
packaging 

Valorising raw 
materials and 

optimising working 
processes 

Producing in a 
resource and climate-

conscious manner 

Promoting sustainable 
development through 

food production 

Product development, 
marketing 

Boosting sustainable 
product features 

Supporting sustainable 
eating habits 

Preserving traditions 
and setting trends 

Entrepreneurial and 
organisational decisions 

Anchoring 
sustainability in the 

business model 

Advocating for the 
social and health 

concerns of employees 

Embracing the 
profession’s possibilities 

Social developments 
and political decisions 

Assessing the political 
framework of food 

production 

Supporting the 
regulative idea of 

sustainability 

Expressing lifestyles 
with food 

4.1 The case of industrial mechanics at Georg-Schlesinger-Schule 
At Georg-Schlesinger-Schule, a variety of mechanics is educated over three-year courses. 

They all share the same curriculum in their first year before specifying in different fields. Thus, 
the first year builds the foundation for understanding basic principles and relations of the trade. 
The involved teachers emphasized a responsibility for quality and safety, since mechanics are 
often entrusted with high value machinery. Especially in the huge field of maintenance, they 
take responsibility for efficient workflows and economic stability (since every second of pause 
in production has economic and thus also social consequences). Mechanics usually work in 
contexts of high energy and resource input, so it is important for them to understand the actual 
global and social cost of the objects they handle. Thus, they first focussed on the field „Identi-
fying working and environmental conditions of resource exploitation” as „socially responsible 
action” in „the (global) environment and society” (see Table 2). With the help of EPIZ, the 
teachers at Georg-Schlesinger-Schule adapted an existing simulation game about their voca-
tion’s main materials copper, aluminium, and steel (Hartwig & Llano Quintana, 2021). Students 
play different roles with conflicting agendas in the setting of a metals conference and thus learn 
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about the most important properties of the resources as well as their ecological and social foot-
prints. This game is now fixed as an introduction at the very beginning of the school year. 

 
Table 2 
Competency matrix and thematic areas for sustainable action of mechanics 

Sustainable action 
competency as the 

ability to take [y] in 
[x] 

[y] … sustainable 
professional action 

… socially responsible 
action 

… meaningful and self-
responsible action 

[x] … work routines 

Choosing and using 
resources, materials, tools 
and machines according to 

sustainability criteria 

Caring for oneself, 
others and products with 

regards to quality and 
safety 

Maintaining personal 
health 

… company contexts 

Comprehending 
entrepreneurial decisions in 

the face of industrial 
competition and sustainable 

development 

Representing social and 
ecological interests as 

an employee 

Organizing work for 
resource efficiency  

… the (global) 
environment and 

society 

Handling hazardous 
substances and risk 

exposure appropriately  

Identifying working and 
environmental 

conditions of resource 
exploitation 

Evaluating the role of 
industrial production for 

quality of life and 
common good 

 

4.2 The case of social security clerks at Hermann-Scheer-Schule 
Social security clerks work in institutions such as health insurance companies or Deutsche 

Rentenversicherung, the states’ regional pension insurers. The involved teachers at Hermann-
Scheer-Schule soon focussed on social issues such as diversity, equality and common good. 
They had a liberating insight when they learned that many SDGs have a social focus, so sus-
tainability did not have to be an exclusively environmental matter for their school, which 
seemed rather far-fetched. Focussing on issues of common good and social justice was a much 
more comprehensible approach to sustainability for both teachers and students. Since social 
security should per definition be a matter of common good, the teachers developed a new pro-
ject course with a focus on the field „Depicting the impacts of social insurance companies on 
the common good” as „sustainable professional action” in „company contexts” (see Table 3). 
In a first project, students develop infographics for SDGs and ideas for sustainable action at 
their school, getting more involved with auditing organisations from a sustainability perspec-
tive. In a second project, they choose from a set of criteria for common good and audit their 
own training companies, inquiring on the status quo and developing ideas for developments. 
Thus, they reflect on lip services in the public sector, the potentials and limits of good govern-
ance, and their personal role and fields of action as clerks. Since most of the training companies 
are involved in some kind of sustainability auditing anyways, these projects have the potential 
to create a stronger feeling of integration and agency. 
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Table 3 
Competency matrix and thematic areas for sustainable action of social security clerks 

Sustainable action 
competency as the 

ability to take [y] in 
[x] 

[y] 
… sustainable 

professional action 

… socially responsible 
action 

… meaningful and self-
responsible action 

[x] … work 
routines 

Organising office processes 
resource-efficiently 

Accompanying insured 
persons through all 

(sometimes challenging) life 
stages 

Maintaining personal 
health 

… company 
contexts 

Depicting the impacts of 
social insurance companies 

on the common good 

Promoting diversity in 
public service 

Pursuing permanent 
vocational education 

… society and 
politics 

Managing insurance 
contributions accurately 

and responsibly 

Comparing the fairness of 
social frameworks across 

the globe 

Evaluating personal 
contributions to 
intergenerational 

contracts and solidarity 

 

4.3 The case of gardeners at Peter-Lenné-Schule 
Peter-Lenné-Schule is a school for gardening, animal care and environmental technologies. 

It has been very committed to ecological awareness and global learning for a long time. As 
such, it should be the most obvious case of ecological sustainability. However, even though 
there are many interesting projects at Peter-Lenné-Schule, most of them are limited in time and 
resources, so they will usually not be repeated with several groups of students. Thus, one of the 
main goals of the teachers there was to implement sustainability aspects as permanent, regular 
aspects of their gardening curriculum. With the help of the competency matrix, thematic fields 
were identified quickly, and existing learning tasks could be expanded or re-designed with 
manageable effort. For example, in the field „Evaluating social and climate effects of gardening 
in global contexts” as „socially responsible action” in „the (global) environment and society” 
(see Table 4), one existing learning task concerning terrace construction was expanded to dig 
deeper into the subject of child labour in stone mines. Natural stone turns out to be a resource 
with quite problematic conditions, as EPIZ worked out in a previous material for gardening 
(Hartwig, 2018). Teachers adapted this for their learning tasks on terrace construction and de-
veloped similar tasks concerning water management, biodiversity and soil processing; always 
beginning with routine work tasks and zooming out to global perspectives, connecting hands-
on vocational knowledge with managerial and global perspectives on sustainable action.  
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Table 4 
Competency matrix and thematic areas for sustainable action of gardeners (cf. Haß et al., 2023, 
p. 26) 

Sustainable action 
competency as the 

ability to take [y] in 
[x] 

[y] … sustainable 
professional action 

… socially responsible 
action 

… meaningful and self-
responsible action 

[x] … work routines 

Choosing and using 
resources, materials, tools 
and machines according to 

sustainability criteria 

Protecting and 
cultivating existential 

natural resources 

Maintaining personal 
health 

… company contexts 

Innovating gardening with 
alternative materials, 

processes and business 
models 

Balancing the interests 
of the company, project 

owners and 
customers/users 

Bearing discrepancies 
between routines and 

ideals and promoting good 
practice 

… the (global) 
environment and 

society 

Appreciating the importance 
of plants, soil and water for 

life on Earth 

Evaluating social and 
climate effects of 

gardening in global 
contexts 

Evaluating the personal 
impact on quality of life 

through working in a 
„green job” 

5 Conclusion and outlook: A focus on climate education 
As the competency matrixes illustrate, the adapted BIBB process proved to help to identify 

vocation-specific competencies and thematic fields in the involved schools and to support sus-
tainability-related enhancements of learning tasks and settings. So far, adapting the process for 
the internal curriculum development of vocational schools proved successful. However, there 
is still a long way to go. The schools identified a number of relevant fields and now face the 
challenge of creating learning opportunities for all of them, which can only be realized step by 
step. The 3x3 matrixes in their concise format provide a good reference, but because of the 
complexity of sustainability issues, there are no short cuts. Learning tasks tend to relate to mul-
tiple competencies and competencies need several learning opportunities to fully develop. As 
such, the matrixes should be understood as helpful heuristics for internal school curricula, not 
as curricula or syllabi in themselves. 

It also has to be noted that the matrixes themselves do not prioritize. The comments show 
that, even though starting with work routines and most obvious action fields was consensual, 
the schools ended up prioritizing rather large and complex themes such as common good and 
human rights for their development of new learning opportunities. Now, since climate change 
is a topic of increased urgency and political interest, the next phase for the „Flagship Schools” 
will be a focus on vocational climate education. This includes education on ways to minimize 
climate impact and climate change mitigation, such as reducing carbon emissions and necessary 
adaptions to those effects of climate change which are already manifesting or expected to man-
ifest shortly. The latter is already a straightforward demand in many vocational areas today. 
Gardeners for example already have to face changing soil and water conditions in the Ber-
lin/Brandenburg area. Climate change forces them to rethink plant selection and maintenance 
routines such as mowing and watering (cf. Haß et al., 2023). Likewise, mechanics are impacted 
by new regulations for industrial emissions, leading to new technologies. Social security clerks, 
like all office-related vocations, are faced with the problematic energy footprints of office build-
ings and the need to rethink office work in the face of energy regulations and changing real 
estate markets. 

These examples show that climate education is a relevant aspect of sustainable develop-
ment in every vocation. However, it should be remembered that it is just one of many aspects 
of the sustainability discourse concerning the 17 SDGs, although undoubtedly a key challenge 
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of our times. Politics in Germany acknowledge this, and the „Flagship Schools”-network is 
glad to be sponsored now by the Senate Department for Mobility, Transport, Climate Protection 
and the Environment, Berlin, for a three-year project on vocational climate education 
(https://www.epiz-berlin.de/leinen-los-fuer-klimabildung/). This enables EPIZ and Humboldt-
University to support the schools’ development of teaching material and learning tasks with 
personal and monetary resources, which comes at the right time: Due to a grave scarcity of 
teachers in Germany, those in service are busy teaching and keeping the base functions of their 
schools running. Under these conditions, cooperation and third-party assistance seem to be pre-
requisites for effective innovation. Considering that sustainable development aims at transfor-
mation rather than continuity, such project fundings are very precious. 

From 01.09.2022 until 30.08.2025, the „Flagship Schools” participate in the project 
„Leinen los für Klimabildung”, sponsored by the Senate Department for Mobility, Transport, 
Climate Protection and the Environment, Berlin 
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Abstract 
Context: In many countries, the historical relationship between general and higher education 
on the one hand and TVET on the other can be seen as each side separating itself from the other. 
From a global perspective, approaches have emerged where TVET meets higher education. 
These developments can change the relationship between the two sectors. This paper discusses 
the spectrum of options from creating new permeability between the two sectors and points out 
possible consequences for development cooperation. 
Approach: To investigate the variety of forms in different countries linking TVET with higher 
education, we use a heuristic that includes four dimensions, namely objective, organisation, 
programme and system. The heuristic is applied to the development of academisation and ter-
tiarisation in the People’s Republic of China and the Palestinian territories. 
Findings: In China, the entrance examinations regulate the permeability between the pillars of 
the secondary and tertiary level TVET system. There is a considerable development in perme-
ability within the TVET system between upper secondary and tertiary levels. In the case of the 
Palestinian territories, the Al-Quds University can be taken as an example of a step-by-step way 
to integrate practice-oriented dual studies into existing university structures. Establishing a link 
between education and practice is a higher priority than establishing stronger links between 
TVET and higher education. 

 
 

1  A detailed German contribution of this proceeding paper is published with the title „Verknüpfungen von 
beruflicher und hochschulischer Bildung und mögliche Konsequenzen für die Entwicklungszusammenar-
beit” in the journal „Zeitschrift für Berufs- und Wirtschaftspädagogik”, vol. 118, no. 2022/4, pp. 698–718, 
doi 10.25162/ZBW-2022-0027. 
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Conclusion: As the two case studies demonstrate, awareness is developing in particular coun-
tries that linking these two sectors of the education system can bring benefits. Initial ideas and 
limitations regarding the expansion of initiatives in development cooperation will be stated. 

Keywords: academisation; development cooperation; hybrid vocational education and train-
ing; Palestinian territories; People’s Republic of China; permeability 

1 Introduction 
In many countries, technical and vocational education and training (TVET) is often viewed 

less favourably and considered less attractive compared to higher education. Historically, there 
has been a growing divide between general and higher education, on one hand, and TVET, on 
the other. Each sector has pursued its own distinct goals and objectives. Higher education gen-
erally focuses on the scientific basics and theories in each profession, the training of critical 
thinking skills and the development of analytical and problem-solving capacities, while TVET 
has been perceived as practical and focused on the training of technical skills only. While higher 
education and TVET respond to different societal needs, higher education and its „more pres-
tigious” university degrees were traditionally reserved for a privileged group only, while the 
status of TVET became lower – especially over the last decades. 

Globally, convergences and linkages are emerging between the sectors, also in countries 
with very different education structures. Various approaches have emerged at the intersection 
of TVET and higher education. While these approaches have not eliminated the divide, they 
offer new possibilities for redefining the relationship between the two sectors. These ap-
proaches span a range of options, including creating greater permeability between TVET and 
higher education, transferring credit points, and developing programmes that integrate TVET 
and higher education in one qualification (Wolter, 2019). This way, higher education becomes 
more relevant for the (local) industries while at the same time (higher) forms of TVET can 
benefit from the status of higher education. 

Consequently, the boundaries between these two education sectors are becoming increas-
ingly blurred. Vocational schools, for example, are encroaching upon the territory that was tra-
ditionally reserved for higher education institutions. Meanwhile, universities of applied sci-
ences and even some universities are offering advanced TVET courses to compete with spe-
cialized TVET institutions (Dunkel & Le Mouillour, 2013). In certain European countries, this 
convergence is even more pronounced, with universities offering advanced vocational pro-
grammes, leading to well-established qualifications like Executive MBAs, and in some cases, 
even vocational PhD programmes are offered (Dunkel & Le Mouillour, 2013). Additionally, 
hybrid institutions are emerging in some countries. This indicates that new connections and 
linkages are forming between the two sectors. 

We adopt Dieter Euler’s approach, which identifies an area of convergence between higher 
education and TVET (Euler, 2021), to distinguish between the two education sectors mentioned 
earlier and the resulting emergence of an intersecting or converging area. The differentiation 
between the two education sectors and the resulting emergence of an area of intersection or 
convergence is illustrated in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1 
An area of convergence emerges between higher education and TVET (based on Euler 2021, 
p. 43) 

 
 
Figure 1 illustrates the persistence of both traditional research-oriented universities and 

vocational-oriented higher education institutions. There is a growing overlap between these 
institutions and the vocational end of the TVET spectrum, particularly in certain disciplines and 
faculties. Some areas of TVET are also experiencing a shift towards academic pursuits. The 
skills profiles across these different levels exhibit blurred lines and transitions, emphasizing the 
need for a balance between theoretical knowledge and practical skills. The term „hybrid skill” 
captures this dynamic, although it may not always accurately reflect the specific skills profile. 
As higher education and TVET courses increasingly cover similar subject areas, the distinction 
between them becomes less clear in terms of learning content, acquired skills, qualifications, 
and employment prospects. However, the pillar structure of the education system remains in-
tact. 

This is the background to our opening question – to what extent do these trends open new 
prospects and opportunities for development cooperation? In this paper we explore the devel-
opments of the linkage between TVET and Higher Education in some detail, with a view to 
presenting and explaining general trends and concrete examples of the People’s Republic of 
China and the Palestinian territories. 

2 Heuristic and Methodology 
To examine the diverse forms of linkages between TVET and higher education in different 

countries, we utilize a heuristic that encompasses four dimensions: objectives, system, organi-
sation and programme. 

The objectives dimension focuses on addressing the societal needs for educational system 
permeability. By integrating TVET and higher education in different ways, bridges can be built 
to allow individuals with vocational qualifications to access higher education. This dimension 
also considers creating new pathways for socially disadvantaged groups to benefit from higher 
education. Similarly, higher TVET can provide new opportunities for school leavers who have 
completed their general education. 

The systems dimension establishes the framework within which the education system op-
erates and within which the other dimensions develop. The different forms of linking TVET 
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and higher education are embedded within an existing education system, which may have var-
ying degrees of permeability. 

The organisational dimension examines the educational institutions that offer hybrid 
courses. These courses can be provided by existing TVET and/or university facilities. It is ob-
served that organisations are expanding their profiles significantly and incorporating hybrid 
courses. Additionally, new (hybrid) educational institutions can be established, combining 
TVET and higher education. 

The programme dimension focuses on the specific structure of hybrid education courses 
that encompass both TVET and higher education elements. Existing TVET programmes can be 
supplemented with elements of general education or higher education. This aspect is particu-
larly relevant for promoting educational system permeability, allowing individuals to transition 
between different sections of the education system. It is also possible to incorporate relevant 
occupational elements within university degree courses, either parallel or sequentially (Deissin-
ger, 2015). 

Our heuristic serves three main purposes: Firstly, they provide a framework to describe the 
current state of linkages between TVET and higher education in a particular country. Secondly, 
they facilitate comparisons between different systems. Thirdly, they enable professionals to 
systematically think of new forms of linkages in a particular system. 

In this paper, particularly the first two purposes are illustrated. To examine and categorise 
the forms of linkages between TVET and higher education, case studies from China and the 
Palestinian territories are employed. The study involves analysing documents such as govern-
ment reports, recommendations, regulations, requirements, and research studies. The results 
were extensively discussed during an expert workshop attended by researchers specialising in 
the academisation and tertiarisation of TVET, as well as experts from development cooperation 
working in the respective countries. 

3 Analysing the linkages between TVET and Higher Education 
The heuristic presented will now be used in this section to categorise the status quo in 

specific country contexts, and subsequently to identify development options. To this end, two 
very different contexts, the People’s Republic of China and the Palestinian territories, have been 
taken to illustrate the overarching approach taken by the heuristics. 

3.1 People’s Republic of China 
In China, the TVET system is predominantly school-based but lacks respect compared to 

higher education (Hao & Pilz, 2021). The focus on higher education creates pressure on the 
employment system, although there is a demand for skilled workers in practical occupations 
(Chan, 2015). China has Higher Vocational Colleges and recently introduced Vocational Uni-
versities (Hao, 2012). The government invests in expanding Higher Vocational Colleges to 
raise the social standing of TVET. These colleges accept school leavers who meet the require-
ments for tertiary vocational courses. TVET at the tertiary level lasts two to three years and 
offers over 200 programmes (MoE, 2019). As Vocational Universities have only been intro-
duced in 2019, the structure and programmes are still in development. That is why the study 
focuses on the former form of Higher Vocational Colleges. 

If we apply our heuristic to the development of tertiary TVET in China, the objectives 
dimension presents a complex picture. The government aims to ensure a supply of skilled spe-
cialists, improve employment rates for academic graduates, and enhance the social standing of 
TVET through academisation and tertiarisation. The restructuring of vocational upper second-
ary schools into tertiary Higher Vocational Colleges is expected to make TVET more appealing 
to a new student body. On an individual level, there is a desire to attain higher-level education 
(Hao & Pilz, 2021). The differentiated policy for entrance to tertiary TVET provides an 
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opportunity for young people who lack access to universities to pursue vocational academic-
level education, increasing their chances of securing better jobs and improving their social sta-
tus. 

The permeability within the Chinese TVET system is regulated by entrance examinations 
at different education levels. The central university entrance examination holds significant im-
portance for academic careers. The points obtained in these examinations determine admission 
to elite universities, average universities, technical and vocational universities, or direct entry 
into the labour market. China’s TVET system includes an entrance examination for tertiary 
level TVET, allowing graduates of vocational upper secondary schools to access academic 
TVET. The political intention is to develop a path from secondary education to tertiary TVET 
and emphasise TVET within the education system. Consequently, there has been an improve-
ment in permeability within the TVET system between upper secondary and tertiary levels due 
to academisation and tertiarisation (State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2019, 
2021). 

Regarding the organisational dimension, Higher Vocational Colleges offer tertiary-level 
TVET within existing educational facilities. These facilities undergo restructuring along with 
changes in curriculum focus and responsibilities. However, criticism arises due to the marginal 
difference in curricula and training profiles between the new Higher Vocational Colleges and 
former vocational upper secondary schools (Li & Pilz, 2011). 

In terms of the programme dimension, both traditional TVET and higher education in 
China are predominantly theoretical. The distinction lies in the level of TVET qualifications 
attainable. The upgrading of vocational upper secondary schools to Higher Vocational Colleges 
signifies a deeper acquisition of technical competencies and a curriculum upgrade from a me-
dium qualification level to a higher vocational qualification level. 

3.2 Palestinian territories 
In the context of the Palestinian territories, higher education holds a high reputation. How-

ever, the unemployment rate among university graduates is high, reaching around 54%, as de-
gree programmes often do not align with the actual needs of the economy. Employers frequently 
face challenges finding suitable candidates for job vacancies. In response, efforts have been 
made to make both higher education and TVET more practice-oriented. 

Several universities in the West Bank have developed models to collaborate with the pri-
vate sector and make Bachelor’s degree programmes more practice-oriented. In particular, Al-
Quds University in East Jerusalem, in partnership with more than 250 companies and with the 
support of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) and the Baden-
Wuerttemberg Cooperative State University, offers five dual studies programmes. Within these 
programmes students alternate between the university and the training companies. 

Drawing on the heuristic proposed here, institutions across all education sectors, including 
universities, vocational schools, and relevant ministries, as well as the private sector and devel-
opment cooperation, are striving to establish stronger linkages between education programmes 
and practical needs in response to societal demands (objectives dimension). This priority even 
surpasses the need for stronger connections between TVET and higher education. Due to the 
already high rate of academisation in the Palestinian territories, the permeability between dif-
ferent levels of education is probably not the most urgent issue (system dimension). 

Regarding the systems dimension, efforts have been made by policymakers, educational 
institutions, and the international donor community over the past 20 years to strengthen TVET 
and increase its attractiveness. The establishment of a National TVET Commission aims to 
consolidate responsibility for TVET, currently distributed among various ministries such as the 
Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Education. There have been suggestions to establish a 
new „TVET University” under the National TVET Commission, but no clear concept for the 
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structure of hybrid formats offered by this institution has been developed so far. Ongoing de-
velopments in the programme dimension of the heuristics used here will remain relevant. 

In terms of the organisational structure, Al-Quds University can be taken as an example of 
a step-by-step-way to integrate practice-oriented dual higher education studies into existing 
university structures, for example through a Dual Study Deanship that establishes and maintains 
relationships with training companies. Also, a steering committee was established, in which 
representatives of the private sector suggest amendments of the curricula etc. to the university 
management. Vocational schools in the Palestinian territories often face low interest due to 
factors such as lack of accreditation, absence of remuneration, and limited collaboration with 
the private sector. From a development cooperation perspective, higher education plays a cru-
cial role, not only in producing graduates ready for practical employment but also in bridging 
the gap between industry needs and the innovative capabilities of universities through students 
who alternate between university and industry. 

Important characteristics of the dual study programmes (programme dimension) include 
for example that the practical in-company training accounts for 40% to 50% of the dual study 
programmes and that trilateral training agreements are being signed by the training companies, 
the students and the university. Soft skill and communication training became increasingly im-
portant elements of the curricula, as these skills are in strong demand by the training companies. 

4 Implications for development cooperation 
The current situation calls for a structured reflection on the linkages between vocational 

and higher education. However, it is important to consider the specific education policy context 
of each country, as education sectors and their relationships can vary significantly. Therefore, 
the following considerations are general in nature and do not provide a concrete concept for 
any particular country. 

In many countries, TVET is typically divided into two areas. Firstly, there is school-based 
TVET, which caters to a relatively small percentage of each year group and focuses on learners 
who have not obtained university entrance qualifications. Secondly, there is the informal sector, 
where TVET is often primarily acquired through practice learning. Moreover, higher education 
is often criticised for not sufficiently training practical skills. Many higher education institu-
tions struggle to bridge the gap between the skills profiles of their graduates and industry re-
quirements, which often include appropriate communication, analytical skills and the ability to 
identify and solve problems. While certain faculties with direct professional relevance, such as 
medicine, law, engineering, and economics, offer practice-oriented courses, resistance within 
universities can hinder the embracement of labour market needs in the curricula. 

To address these challenges, stronger links between TVET and higher education can pursue 
different objectives based on different starting points. One objective is to provide learners from 
families with a lower level of education access to perceived higher-quality educational oppor-
tunities, for example by opening up higher education to TVET graduates or to provide voca-
tional pathways on their tertiary level as in the Chinese example. However, an academic drift 
of TVET will only indirectly mitigate the lack of adequately trained persons in technical pro-
fessions, which is often a significant problem in developing countries. By linking TVET to 
higher education, the quality of TVET can be enhanced through stronger theoretical and aca-
demic content for more specialised technical skills. 

Higher education as well as TVET potentially benefit from a stronger exposure to profes-
sional environment (practice-integrated higher education approaches). For higher education, 
the learners may for example, develop the necessary communication skills and can get an ori-
entation about practical problems on which they can then focus on in the academic parts of their 
programmes as in the example of Palestinian territories. Integration of practical elements 
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potentially makes certain higher education programmes more relevant and increases the em-
ployability of the graduates without fundamentally changing the core structures of universities. 

Given the difficult initial conditions and the limited experience with pilot projects, ideas 
regarding the expansion of initiatives in development cooperation are still in a preliminary sta-
tus. Further-reaching considerations could include the following principles in particular: 

 
• Hybrid education courses should align skills profiles with labour market demands; it is 

important to consider that universities, often funded through fees, are primarily influenced 
by the demands of fee-paying parents; in development cooperation, raising awareness 
among parents about post-graduation employment opportunities can enhance the practical 
relevance of training programmes. 

• In the context of sustainable development, TVET and higher education should address ca-
pacity gaps in areas where there might (still) be limited labour markets: training skilled 
specialists in key sectors such as the digital economy, renewable energy, and financial 
technology is crucial for establishing and developing these sectors. Utilising applied re-
search and innovation transfer in universities can further support this goal within the frame-
work of development cooperation. 

• Education courses should be accessible to learners from disadvantaged backgrounds, with 
appropriate support provided when necessary; besides providing equal access to learning 
opportunities, it is also important to consider gender-inclusive job opportunities and foster 
their creation during student and apprentice training; without adequately equipped work-
places and an enabling corporate culture, efforts to increase women’s employment, includ-
ing at managerial levels, may not succeed. 

• Universities require suitable quality assurance mechanisms to protect the reputation of 
practice-integrated higher education. Parallel promotional activities should be conducted 
to enhance the attractiveness of TVET courses; this can be achieved by providing infor-
mation about the potential benefits of hybrid educational concepts. 
Overall, these recommendations aim to bridge the gap between vocational and higher ed-

ucation, align education with labour market needs, promote inclusivity, and enhance the prac-
tical relevance of training programmes. 
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Abstract 
Context: VET is faced with profound challenges in the post-COVID era: fundamental ques-
tions about the purposes of VET, its limitations and its theoretical justification, have acquired 
renewed importance. Across national boundaries in Europe, the theorisation of VET has been 
approached differently. One of the oldest theoretical rationales for VET was developed over 
a century ago in Germany under the name of Berufsbildungstheorie. The difference between 
this and other countries has been variously associated with different VET systems, academic 
traditions and relationships to broader socio-economic policies in each country, each with their 
own continuities and ruptures over time. In several European countries we can point to a shift 
from early philosophical writing about VET and education more generally to the use of tech-
niques from the social sciences, and the profusion of post-foundational approaches has further 
undermined the claims of normative theory; yet, both in general education and increasingly in 
VET, an increased interest in the notion of Bildung as a more humanistic approach to education 
than the narrow calculations of human capital theory is also evident. 
Approach: In this paper we therefore ask whether these approaches retain relevance for con-
temporary VET, addressing this through three related perspectives that build in various ways 
on these theoretical traditions. The first compares the development of Berufsbildungstheorie by 
key architects of the German VET system to theorisation of VET in English-speaking countries, 
which has drawn on a wider range of social sciences, especially since the 1980s. This contrast 
is discussed here drawing on an extensive review of VET literature emanating from English-
speaking countries. The significance and limitations of the Berufsbildungstheorie tradition is 
illustrated further in the second of these three sections, when the German vocational transition 
system is analysed using social systems theory. Finally, neo-institutionalism is used to demon-
strate the process by which countries aspire to imitate visibly successful models of VET despite 
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cultural, institutional and theoretical differences that make the transfer of policies from one 
jurisdiction to another a highly problematic exercise. 
Findings: These illustrative cases provide important insights into the continuing relevance of 
Berufsbildungstheorie or any normative theory of VET. The theorisation of VET in the English-
speaking countries has taken place through a critique based mainly on the social sciences, which 
has drawn attention to VET’s positioning within the networks of neoliberal policy in these 
countries and its reproductive logic. The discussion of German VET as a transition system also 
illustrates the way that classic theories are perceived to have less explanatory value for contem-
porary systems. Finally, the paper on neo-institutionalism provides an explanation for aspira-
tions to imitate the perceived successes of other jurisdictions in spite of the barriers to ‘policy 
borrowing’ across national contexts, suggesting once again that such approaches can have ex-
planatory value in different contexts. 
Conclusion: Each of these accounts illustrates in its own way how the social sciences have 
come to dominate the theorisation of VET, even in German-speaking countries. Yet the im-
portance of constructing and connecting normative, pedagogical and critical dimensions of 
VET can hardly be disregarded in an age where international policymaking so often advances 
a unifying, purely economistic imperative. Therefore the future of both theory and practice of 
VET is likely to depend not only on ‘rational’ analysis of VET and its context but on the devel-
opment of criteria that enable us to judge the value, human potential and social justice of our 
ideas and actions. Therefore, the analytical power of social science theories could be enriched 
by a normative dimension, possibly retrieved from Bildung or Berufsbildung concepts. How-
ever, as concepts that were developed in Europe, they need to be renewed and revised with 
attention to contemporary issues and understandings, for example with attention to ideas that 
draw on and recognise fully the experience and contribution of the global South. 
 
Keywords: Berufsbildungstheorie, comparative VET, educational theory, neo-institutionalism, 
social systems theory 

1 Introduction 
VET faces new challenges in the wake of pandemic, economic crisis and European war. 

Policy discourses have been dominated by the challenges of economic recovery, emphasising 
retraining, advances in digitisation and artificial intelligence (AI). However, the rupture of 
COVID, calling forth emergency responses and undermining societal norms has raised possi-
bilities for thinking about VET in new ways (Avis et al., 2021). This process has correspond-
ingly accelerated interest in the different ways that VET has been theorised at different times 
in the past, and in different national contexts, as well as how these theoretical foundations de-
veloped in different spaces of knowledge production. In addition to wider European interest in 
the concept of Bildung, the field of VET has begun to take interest in classical theories of VET 
(Kuhlee et al., 2022; Zuurmond et al., 2023; bwp@, forthcoming). This last-named Special 
Issue explores the distinctive role of foundational VET theory in Germany, sometimes de-
scribed as Berufsbildungstheorie, including the ‘classical’ work of Georg Kerschensteiner 
(1966/1904), Aloys Fischer (1967/1932) and Eduard Spranger (1923) as well as critical ac-
counts that helped to shape modern VET systems (e.g. Siemsen, 1926, 1948; Lempert, 1971; 
Blankertz, 1974) and which have significant implications for other European countries. Our 
aim in this paper is to build on this discussion and to examine the continued relevance of these 
foundations for VET systems in Europe today. 

The theoretical foundations on which VET research builds are diverse, and have an in-
ternational provenance: in this, not only different theoretical traditions, but distinctive patterns 
of knowledge production are significant. Whilst these sites have received less attention than the 
path-dependent differences among European VET systems (e.g., Greinert 2005; Crouch et al. 
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1999), the location of research in education departments that also provide VET teacher educa-
tion programmes has been significant in generating and building on various forms of theorisa-
tion. VET research has also drawn on concepts from outside the discipline of education depart-
ments, as well as from countries such as France and the USA which lack a substantial tradition 
of VET research or even practice, all of which has extended the range of theoretical resources 
available to the field. These institutional aspects together represent the social basis on which 
educational research has been constructed. 

The field is also subject to powerful external forces in the shape of policy discourses 
supported by powerful international institutions with universalising prescriptions. Thus, inter-
national bodies as the European Union, UNESCO, ILO World Bank and OECD have generated 
a significant volume of well-resourced empirical research, although this tends to be under-the-
orised and sometimes explicitly seeks to reframe VET around a universalising neoliberal model. 
Correspondingly, not only university departments but other research institutions and national 
agencies contribute to thinking about VET that can often serve very different ends from those 
accepted in educational practice. 

This paper seeks to provide insight into the way that recognised theoretical approaches 
are still able to inform policy and practice and to what extent these are subject to distinctive 
national approaches. It will examine how far a reinvigorated theorisation of VET, addressing 
contemporary challenges, can draw on these older concepts in order to reaffirm educational 
aims and practices within VET, and across its boundaries; and whether the future of VET also 
requires augmentation by new theoretical approaches that can enable researchers to answer 
questions posed by contemporary crises of health, inequality, globalisation and technological 
change. 

The following sections in turn discuss the differences between German foundations of 
VET theory and the distinctive approaches in the ‘Anglosphere’ or English-speaking countries; 
the continuing relevance of theory in the light of contemporary issues for German VET, spe-
cifically its role in youth transitions; and the relationships among VET systems and theorisation 
of VET in the light of neo-institutional understandings. 

2 Theorising VET without VET theory 
By contrast with the German ‘in-house’ foundations of VET theory described as 

Berufsbildungstheorie, VET research elsewhere in Europe positions itself to varying degrees 
outside such boundaries. The countries where distinctive VET pathways, and consequently 
VET research, emerged later, have produced neither the extensive state support that character-
ises the DACH countries, nor the endogenous theorisation of the field peculiar to Germany. 
The influence of international bodies promoting economistic perspectives, marketisation and 
neoliberal concepts has been pervasive in its influences on education policy in all European 
countries but has encountered resistance from various national traditions (e.g., Dovemark et al., 
2018). Consequently, a more heterogeneous theorisation of the field, drawing on a wider range 
of disciplines and theoretical resources, has informed research in most other European coun-
tries. 

This distinction is especially salient in the English-speaking world, or ‘Anglosphere’. 
In these countries both the practice and study of VET emerged later than in continental Europe, 
usually taking the form of post-school, and often part-time education. Developing in tension 
with a neoliberal reframing of education as early as the 1970s, VET research has a more diver-
sified institutional base, is liminal to the broader field of education research and competes with 
alternative institutional and external claims to expertise. Here we can speak not of ‘VET theory’ 
but of a theorisation of VET that draws on concepts from other disciplines. 

The distinctive features of VET in these countries are widely associated with the long-
term consequences of the UK’s early capitalist development and a liberal market philosophy 
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based on the ideas of Adam Smith (2012 [1776]; see e.g., Winch 2000 for an extended discus-
sion). As the economic structures and forms of organisation that sustained VET in the early 
post-war years gave way to more service-based economies, these countries came to occupy the 
front rank of the neoliberal ascendancy and its diminution of VET to the acquisition of narrowly 
defined occupational competences (Brockmann et al., 2008; Wolf, 1995). In international com-
parisons of VET systems, as in comparisons of welfare states, or of political economies, An-
glophone countries tend to be associated with ‘liberal market’ approaches to economic and 
social issues that frame education, in contrast to ‘collective’ German models (e.g., Busemeyer 
& Trampusch, 2012). The Anglosphere has been especially influential in an international ‘pol-
icy-making assemblage’ (Thompson et al., 2022) in which well-resourced research contributes 
to an international reframing of VET on neoliberal lines (e.g., OECD, 2010, 2014). 

Yet these are also countries where such ideas have been strongly contested; where lib-
eral and democratic educational ideas have strong roots that include Dewey’s (1916) critique 
of vocationalism; and with their own traditions of the collective and critical. If Britain’s indus-
trial revolution of ‘artisan discoveries’, mechanised mass production and colonial markets 
needed little education for its working-class children, a relatively privileged but ever-growing 
layer has long needed schooling for technical and administrative purposes, which reformers 
have sought to extend on civic lines. These tensions are recognised in Dewey’s admiration of 
vocational learning and critique of ‘narrow trade education’ (1916, p. 372). Also, they are re-
flected in Anglophone critique of neoliberal reforms and of human capital theory from the 
1980s to the present (e.g., Brown et al., 2020; McGrath & Badroodien, 2006). 

Thus, the first commentaries on VET to emerge from the further education teacher in-
stitutions in England and the journal they founded in 1948, The Vocational Aspect of Education, 
at first discussed contemporary policy and practice largely independently of theoretical consid-
erations; but from the 1980s these began to be joined by increasingly critical voices, such as 
Gleeson and Mardle’s (1980) study, written at a time when UK policy discourse demanded 
‘synchronisation’ of education and training with ‘manpower’ requirements. Illustrating the cen-
tral role of socialisation in sustaining ‘the affectual skills which underpin the social relations of 
production’ Gleeson and Mardle (1980, p. 5) drew on contemporary concerns with autonomy 
and ideology to argue that the apparent freedoms of further education enabled young people to 
enter the production process imagining this had been done voluntarily. By the 1980s, however, 
even these limited labour market opportunities, facilitated by the part-time education of appren-
tices, became overshadowed by state provision of training for the young employed. Moore’s 
(1987) argument that this process supported ‘a particular ideological representation of „the 
needs of industry”’ (Moore, 1987, p. 230) represented a shift in critique to the way that further 
education prepared the model citizen of ‘post-industrial’ society. This theoretical critique of the 
‘new vocationalism’ offers a nuanced explanation for the ‘work-based’ (but often unrelated to 
any meaningful employment or expertise) qualifications that came to dominate these countries, 
including the National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) in England, Competency-Based 
Training (CBT) reforms in Australia and similar ‘occupational’ routes elsewhere. Over the next 
40 years, a critique of this narrow approach, based on critical sociology, came to dominate VET 
research in the Anglosphere, not least in relation to the reduction of knowledge to competencies. 

Compelling as these explanations of VET policy in the Anglosphere may have proved, 
these accounts have exercised considerably less influence over policy than even more critical 
approaches in the DACH countries (for example, the influence of critical theorists on Ger-
many’s 1969 Vocational Training Act). To some extent these limitations of Anglophone ap-
proaches to theorising VET reflect their more diversified institutional base (c.f. Bates et al., 
1999). This competes with alternative institutional and external claims to expertise and is lim-
inal to a broader (but also marginalised) field of educational research. Whilst VET research has 
drawn on educational perspectives to critique VET as a marginalised and marginalising 
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educational pathway, educational theory itself has been strongly influenced by submission to 
external disciplines, notably the idea of ‘foundational subjects’ (philosophy, sociology, psy-
chology and history of education) which reflects the historical emergence of UK education 
departments (Furlong & Whitty, 2017). 

Critique of VET based on the social sciences has made important contributions to the 
study of VET in the Anglosphere and this is likely to continue during ongoing crises of health, 
economy and environment. Yet understandings based on the social sciences alone have limita-
tions for determining the future direction of VET. Philosophical work that echoes the Bildung 
tradition (but perhaps lacks its idealist or exclusionary aspects) can have an important role to 
play here: it is unsurprising that Winch, who has made the strongest philosophical contribution 
to VET in recent years, has sought to publicise the Berufsbildungstheorie tradition in recent 
years (e.g. Kuhlee et al., 2022). Certainly, the Anglosphere already draws on important philo-
sophical concepts of capability and social justice as tools to conceptualise a renewal of VET at 
a time of economic, social and climate crisis (e.g., McGrath et al. 2022; Alla-Mensah & 
McGrath, 2023; Esmond & Atkins, 2022). Additional concepts and criteria old and new, with 
origins in Europe, the Americas or especially the global South, may prove necessary not only 
to understand VET’s challenges and difficulties but to imagine and map out the way to its future 
possibilities. 

3 Theorising transitions as a function of the welfare state 

Besides examining the genesis of VET theory and dealing with basic concepts, norms and 
premises of VET, theoretical studies also offer starting points for analysing the connections 
between VET on the one hand and social, political and economic conditions on the other hand. 
Such an investigation may already have strong normative connotations a priori by drawing on 
social philosophical foils such as Critical Theory. However, they can also become explanatory 
analyses of high complexity by drawing on social science concepts, which in turn do not have 
to dispense with normative conclusions – an approach pursued in the following discussion. 

According to Stauber and Walther (1999, p. 9), the educational system of a society must 
be characterised as a structure of inclusion and exclusion, i.e., of the social opportunities that 
are opened or closed to young people. This observation is essentially true for the German edu-
cational system, which is characterised by a strong institutional autonomy and delimitation of 
the different types of schools and educational programmes, as well as a strictly formalised sys-
tem of entitlement (cf. Kutscha, 2005, p. 165; Kell, 1995, pp. 291–295; Beck et al., 1980, p. 52; 
Schweikert & Grieger 1975, pp. 1–2, 6–7). 

A particular challenge for young people leaving secondary education is the transition 
from lower secondary education to fully qualifying VET in the dual apprenticeship system (cf. 
Lex & Zimmermann, 2011, pp. 604–605; Bojanowski & Niemeyer, 2009, p. 14). This is par-
ticularly noteworthy because, under formal legislation, taking up VET in the dual apprentice-
ship system does not require a school leaving certificate (cf. Euler, 2012, pp. 322–323). 
Thereby, a considerable proportion of young people, especially young people leaving 
Hauptschule (basic secondary school) after nine years of schooling at age 15, or Realschule 
(advanced secondary school) after ten years of schooling at age 16, do not manage this transi-
tion successfully (cf. Euler, 2012, pp. 322, 324; Biermann et al., 2009, p. 28). As a result, a new 
segment has emerged, the so-called vocational transition system (VTS). The programmes of-
fered here do not represent fully qualifying VET but are merely intended to prepare for it (cf. 
Konsortium Bildungsberichterstattung, 2006, p. 79) to increase the chances of the young people 
for successful transition towards VET or gainful employment by further promoting their general 
vocational skills (cf. Euler & Severing, 2006, p. 69). 

Despite this intention, the measures and educational programmes of the VTS have in-
creasingly taken on the function of an educational retention for young people. The VTS 
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guarantees that they remain in the educational system until they have accessed VET, found 
employment or reached the end of their compulsory education (cf. Kutscha, 2010, p. 314; Euler 
& Severing, 2006, p. 70). Due to the lack of standards and regulations, the VTS includes a wide 
spectrum of offerings from different providers (VET schools, educational companies, inde-
pendent providers) in conjunction with a variety of support measures and governmental respon-
sibilities (cf. Frommberger et al., 2012, pp. 124–125; Kutscha, 2010, p. 313). 

To analyse the factors and effects of VTS, recourse to systems theory seems promising. 
According to Luhmann, modern society is characterised by the primacy of functional differen-
tiation, on the basis of which self-referential and autopoietic functional systems are differenti-
ated from the social system as a whole (cf. Luhmann, 2012, pp. 404–406; 1998a, pp. 42–43, 
571; 1998b, pp. 738–739, 743–746, 761, 778–780). From a system-theoretical point of view, 
against the background of the welfare state, the VTS and its location as an anomaly in the order 
of social systems and subsystems can be highlighted, as defined initially and in a formative 
manner by Niklas Luhmann with his theory of social self-referential, autopoietic systems (cf. 
Luhmann, 2015, pp. 132–133; 2002, pp. 124, 198). In order to work out this anomaly, the cor-
responding reference systems and concepts must be defined in a first step. The primary aim of 
the transitional system is to reduce the educational weaknesses of young people, e.g., through 
pre-employment measures or by catching up on general school-leaving certificates (cf. Kutscha, 
2010). 

On the one hand, the VTS is connected to the educational system, since it is analogously 
involved in the development of individual educational biographies and awards entitlements as 
a result of participation in measures. At the same time, it is justified by the selection function 
of the educational system, since this system produces the addressees of the transition system in 
the form of young people who cannot be placed. On the other hand, the VTS is just as close to 
the economic system, which in turn enables and regulates the utilisation of social human capital 
for economic purposes via the employment system as its sub-system. In doing so, it ties in with 
the educational system and the entitlements provided by it and transforms these into labour 
power required by the economic system. The employment system is therefore also the buyer of 
the entitlements granted by the VTS and at the same time defines its success conditions by 
accepting the previously unplaceable young people or not. Ultimately, however, the existence 
of the VTS is based on the idea of welfare and thus the welfare state (cf. Luhmann, 1981). This 
is not constructed as a system or sub-system, but manifests itself as a regulatory function of the 
political system, and becomes effective as an intervention in other functional systems. It is not 
constructed as a subsystem of the political system because it follows a different logic and fulfils 
a different function. Accordingly, the function of the welfare state is the social inclusion of 
precarious strata of the population; it is depicted in the binary „code” (Luhmann, 1998a, p. 388) 
as cared for or not cared for. But in turn it cannot be constructed as a separate functional system, 
since it is based on the fulfilment of the function for the political system. The welfare state 
primarily serves its need to retain power, which is the self-referential basis of the political sys-
tem, and which in turn can be realised most securely and with the least effort under conditions 
of social stability, which is promoted by caring for precarious sections of the population. 

With this statement, the welfare state justification of the vocational transition system 
becomes clear. Since young people without direct or prospective access to the employment 
system after their school career tend to become part of the social precariat, the welfare state 
initiates a social mechanism with the VTS that tries to prevent or at least weaken this tendency. 
The primarily political function of the VTS is fulfilled by taking in and keeping unplaceable 
individuals without excluding them from social participation and, at best, ensuring that the ed-
ucational qualifications required for participation in the neoliberal labour market are obtained 
in the form of an entitlement. 
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4 Theorising internationalisation of VET  
Historically, VET systems and practices are considerably national in scope (Gessler et al., 

2021). So far, the development of VET systems has been dominantly described as a conse-
quence of a variety of the capitalist economy. Historical institutionalism and its core concept 
of path dependency, however, are (in their strict forms) unable to account for increasingly im-
portant international influences on VET systems. Here, competing ‘best practices’ of VET on 
how to reduce youth unemployment, how to efficiently train professionals, how to match skills 
and the economy and how VET can be used to prepare for participating in society beyond work 
are dominating the international reform discourse. These agendas, however, are highly norma-
tive in their nature. 

In this regard, sociological neo-institutionalism can contribute to a critical examination 
of if and how global institutions, both formal and informal, change VET (Hatch, 2018). It ex-
plores how (VET) organisations adapt and conform to institutional norms, rules, and practices 
in order to gain legitimacy and maintain social acceptance. Central to this theoretical approach 
is that decisions of organisations are following institutional pressures, normative expectations 
and symbolic legitimacy, which could lead to practices that are not necessarily the most rational 
or optimal from a functionalist perspective. Thus, the understanding of organisations as rational 
actors is challenged, and a broader examination of the socio-institutional context is needed to 
grasp the intricacies of organisational behaviour. 

Following Türck, we can distinguish three levels on how neo-institutionalism is used. 
Therefore, the operation of an organisation (micro), the way an organisation is influenced by 
their environments (meso) and finally the way organisations influence their (larger) environ-
ments (macro) can be analytically separated. Particularly the latter macro perspective is inter-
esting when it comes to analysing the impacts of international organisations on VET systems. 

Looking at current trends dominating the international discourse, one inevitably is con-
fronted with two approaches: on the one hand the Germanophone dual apprenticeship model is 
internationally advertised as a (‘complex but effective’) youth unemployment killer (e.g. 
Lascárez Smith & Schmees, 2021), on the other hand Anglophone competency-based training 
(CBT) is an international bestseller when it comes to (‘simple and efficient’) skills development 
(critical Gessler, 2020). Both ‘best practices’ are highly successful and can be described as 
‘international blueprints’ as they are representing standardised frameworks, guidelines, and/or 
models that are designed to guide and shape practices or policies at an international level. These 
blueprints often emerge through collaborations among multiple countries, organisations, or ex-
perts, addressing global challenges or promoting desired outcomes in various domains. Chab-
bott and Ramirez (2006, p. 174) conceptualised links between discourses from the global 
through the national, and further to the local level. In this conceptualisation, national actors 
adopt these ideas to create reform pressure. In doing so, these actors prove their willingness to 
acknowledge current problems concerning VET, as well as their willingness to implement so-
lutions perceived to be rational. 

Both observations can be associated with the same mechanism: As successful perceived 
VET policy in a particular country is decontextualised by the import of ideas through IOs and 
also national (non-)governmental organisations that create international blueprints for ‘best 
practices’. The process of isomorphism (Boxenbaum & Johnson, 2017) helps explain how VET 
organisations tend to develop an international discourse around these blueprints. Critical exam-
ination of such shared beliefs in their search for legitimacy and rationality reveals unreflected 
import of non-contested assumptions of which system layout will optimise the training. From 
a neo-institutional perspective, the theory explains how countries can implement policies more 
on the basis of shared beliefs than because of rational arguments (beyond the discourse). Ac-
cordingly, the discourse entails a narrative causal relationship of these blueprints (described by 
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sociological institutionalism as a ‘myth’, see Koch, 2009, p. 113), e.g., that implementing the 
dual apprenticeship system will lead to a low youth unemployment rate (see OECD, 2010). 

The theory of sociological neo-institutionalism, as well as the mechanisms explained by 
it regarding the internationalisation of VET systems, complement existing VET theories that 
are functionalist in nature by explaining how Bildung unfolds, how skills gaps can be closed, 
or how literacy spreads. While these attempts are important, they need to be accompanied by 
theories (further developed in VET research and by VET researchers) that examine these func-
tionalist approaches and practises in a critical way. In this regard, sociological neo-institution-
alism enables new forms of organisational analysis in VET research. At a macro level, neo-
institutionalism helps us understand the structural similarities and isomorphic tendencies that 
exist among VET systems across different countries. This understanding is particularly valuable 
when questioning assumptions related to the exporting or importing of ‘best practice’ ideals in 
VET. By using a neo-institutional lens, we can question the assumption that what works well 
in one VET system will automatically lead to positive outcomes in another. 

An open question when using neo-institutionalism (in any field) is, however, on which 
ontological base blueprints, reforms agendas, or current trends are assessed: as a myth or as 
irrational? Sociological Institutionalism can describe and analyse the process by which these 
international myths are constructed, how they work, and finally diffuse in different ways, at 
different levels and around the globe. However, it fails to provide criteria for being able to 
assess a myth (in VET) as myth. From our observation, these classifications are done so far by 
gut feelings, logical arguing, or empirical evidence – actors are asked to provide their opinion 
on these reforms. However, the overarching theoretical base is missing in all these approaches. 
Therefore, in order to analyse the described phenomenon, neo-institutionalism as VET theory 
should (and need) to include a normative dimension, in order to contribute to the value-oriented 
world of education and training. 

5 Conclusion 
This paper has illustrated the significance of Berufsbildungstheorie through very different 

accounts. Each has shown that the fruitfulness of theoretical approaches lies in their ability to 
provide different analytical angles and insights into the multifaceted nature of VET. The diver-
sity of theoretical approaches in VET across European countries (and beyond) reflects the ex-
istence of different perspectives and academic traditions. They illustrate both commonalities 
and differences: future VET theories may strive to bridge national differences but are also likely 
to be attentive to divergences in VET across countries. 

Whilst the starting point of these contributions is the recovery of Berufsbildungstheorie, 
in each case the powerful explanatory role of the social sciences is illustrated. Their rise has 
been significant in the declining influence of older philosophical approaches. (In this, we count 
not only Berufsbildungstheorie but the work of Dewey which is still widely referenced but 
rarely forms the basis of policy and practice in the Anglosphere, although this is more the prod-
uct of atheoretical instrumentality.) Correspondingly, the explosion of post-foundational ap-
proaches near the end of the twentieth century has raised questions about whether normative 
theories can be constructed in any sphere of human action. Yet the claims of social science to 
provide any ‘rational’ analysis of VET also require criteria to determine what may be rational, 
notwithstanding the need to be attentive to questions of space, discourse, power and identity in 
formulating either. We therefore suggest that the concepts of Bildung and specifically 
Berufsbildung concept have the potential to be renewed and revised with due attention to the 
experience and contribution of the global South. These theories can also themselves delve into 
the normative functions of VET systems, shedding light on the underlying values, goals, and 
societal expectations they aim to fulfil. By doing so, they can provide a deeper understanding 
of intentions as well as manifest and latent functions embedded within VET practices and 
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policies. Moreover, future VET theories should serve as a basis for critique, offering analytical 
tools to critically examine and evaluate the effectiveness, equity, and relevance of VET. 

The striving towards Bildung in general education (e.g., Biesta, 2002, 2011) reflects a 
thirst for meaning, critique and coherence instead of the technicist instrumentality that so often 
pervades contemporary education in all settings and countries. This has already found echoes 
in European VET, notwithstanding critique of the way Bildung can construct exclusionary iden-
tities (Wischmann, 2015). German models of Berufsbildungstheorie are no less open to critique, 
especially their earlier national particularism and submission to authority. Yet alternatives are 
possible: Bostad and Solberg (2023) for example oppose the more inclusive ‘folk’ origins of 
Nordic versions of Bildung (Norwegian folkedanning, Swedish folkbildning) to Horlacher’s 
(2017) depiction of German Bildung as a class-differentiated concept (which Kerschensteiner 
and Spranger adapted for their own VET rationale). Just as the former provided a rationale for 
a folk education and the comprehensive school, could a more enabling and socially just concept 
of Berufsbildung emerge from the present global ferment of ideas around VET? 
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Abstract 
Context: The question of which educational pathway pupils choose after compulsory education 
addresses an important issue of a country’s education policy. While in many European coun-
tries, general education predominates at the upper-secondary level, around two-thirds of pupils 
choose a (primarily dual) vocational education and training (VET) programme in Switzerland. 
However, statistics show that high-achieving pupils who aspire to enter tertiary education prefer 
a school-based pathway rather than dual VET. Representatives of dual VET thus fear that these 
pupils drift into school-based general or vocational education programmes and thus are lost for 
dual VET. One important focus of Switzerland’s VET policy lies, therefore on the attraction of 
high-achieving pupils to dual VET. 
Approach: Referring to the theoretical framework of the Sociology of Conventions and based 
on two cantonal cases studies, this study investigates how in recent times, actors have been 
positioning dual VET as an attractive educational pathway for high-achieving pupils in the con-
text of the transition from lower to upper-secondary level in Switzerland. The data basis con-
sists of publicly available qualitative policy documents and expert interviews with representa-
tives of the cantonal education administration. 
Findings: The cantons studied have pursued both a direct (by making the Federal Vocational 
Baccalaureate more appealing) and an indirect (limiting school-based VET programmes that 
are considered as unwanted competition to dual VET) governance strategy to strengthen dual 
VET as an attractive pathway for high-achieving pupils at the upper-secondary level in Swit-
zerland. The wide range of steering instruments used to put these strategies into practice at a 
cantonal level are justified by the actors relying on a so-called «dual VET justification stand-
ard». 
Conclusion: The distribution of young people among different education programmes should 
not only be understood as consequence of individual preferences and decisions but rather also 
as a result of strategic steering interventions by a country’s education policy. 

Keywords: governance, VET, dual, federal vocational baccalaureate, sociology of conventions 

1 Introduction 
In many European countries, general education predominates at upper-secondary level. 

Switzerland, on the other hand, has a very high proportion of vocational education and training 
(VET) at this education level (Kriesi et al., 2022; OECD, 2015): Around two-thirds of youths 
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choose a – primarily company-based (so-called dual) – VET programme. Furthermore, Swit-
zerland’s VET system stands out with its exceptionally high proportion (90%) of dual VET 
compared to school-based VET in international comparison (OECD, 2015; State Secretariat for 
Education, Research and Innovation, 2022). In German-speaking Switzerland, VET has a 
strong support from society and education policy.1 But also beyond national borders the Swiss 
VET model gets idolized as model of success (Kriesi et al., 2022; Lamamra & Moreau, 2016; 
Steinmann, 2022). Low (youth) unemployment rate, proximity to practice and labour market as 
well as its contribution to a high completion rate at upper-secondary level are considered the 
main strengths of Swiss VET. To maintain these strengths, the Swiss Observatory for Voca-
tional Education and Training concluded in its latest trend report, that «VET needs to be an 
appealing pathway for different groups of young people» (Kriesi et al., 2022, p. 30). Swiss VET 
policy is thus challenged to position dual VET between integration and excellence and has 
therefore not only invested a lot to integrate young people at the lower end of the academic 
performance range into the formal VET system, but also focuses on the question of how high-
achieving pupils2 can get attracted to dual VET (Elsholz & Neu, 2019; Esposito, 2023; Kriesi 
et al., 2022). 

Statistics show that young people who aspire to enter tertiary education prefer a school-
based pathway rather than dual VET (Leemann et al., 2019). This can be seen, a.o., in the rising 
quota of baccalaureate schools, that is being tried to slow down by means of political steering 
measures in the German-speaking part of Switzerland (Leemann et al., 2022) as representatives 
of dual VET fear that to many high-achieving pupils could drift into school-based general edu-
cation programmes and are thus ‘lost’ for dual VET. 

Introduced in 1994, the Federal Vocational Baccalaureate (FVB), the entrance qualification 
for universities of applied sciences acquired on the VET pathway, is considered to play an 
important role in making the dual VET system more attractive for high-achieving pupils and 
enhancing the reputation of VET (Kriesi et al., 2022). Since 2014, the promotion of the FVB 
has been an important education policy goal at national level in Switzerland. With the «Voca-
tional Baccalaureate 2030» project3, the Swiss Confederation has recently stressed the im-
portance of positioning the FVB as an attractive educational option for the «particularly ambi-
tious»4. 

As part of the VET system, full-time Vocational Middle Schools (VMS) target pupils with 
good school grades and provide a way to acquire an FVB. Interestingly, even though strength-
ening the FVB is an important issue, Swiss education policy paid only little attention to VMS, 
especially in German-speaking Switzerland. Rather, VMS are fundamentally questioned and 
sometimes even limited by means of steering measures, because they are regarded as endan-
gering dual VET’s appeal (Esposito, 2023). 

The underlying political question of which educational pathway high-achieving pupils 
choose after compulsory education, addresses a central area of tension within the Swiss educa-
tion landscape: the «ideal proportion of general education and vocational education» (Kriesi et 
al., 2022, p. 1). Related to this, this paper argues that the battle for high-achieving pupils taking 
place at upper-secondary level in Switzerland, not only evokes the omnipresent competition 
between general and vocational education (a.o. Jäpel, 2016; Jütter, 2023; Kiener, 2007; 

 
 

1  The dynamics discussed in this paper regarding the relation between general education and VET as well as 
between dual and school-based VET do not apply to the same extent to French- and Italian-speaking Swit-
zerland (a.o. Cortesi, 2017; Gonon & Bonoli, 2022). 

2  The term «high-achieving pupils» refers to pupils with good or very good school grades at lower-secondary 
level. 

3 https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/maturitaet/berufsmaturitaet/projekte-zur-berufsmaturi-
taet.html 

4  https://berufsmaturitaet.ch/de/betriebe 
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Schellenbauer et al., 2010; Wettstein & Amos, 2010), but also manifests itself in competitive 
dynamics between school-based and dual VET programmes and thus in a situation of competi-
tion within the Swiss VET system. 

Based on two cantonal case studies and drawing on a qualitative analysis of educational 
policy documents as well as on expert interviews with representatives of the cantonal education 
administration, this study investigates how in recent times actors have been positioning dual 
VET as an attractive educational pathway for high-achieving pupils in the context of the tran-
sition from lower to upper-secondary level in Switzerland. For this purpose, the following ques-
tions are addressed: 
• What strategies do relevant actors use to position dual VET as an attractive educational 

pathway for high-achieving pupils? 
• How, i.e., by means of what instruments do actors put these strategies into practice at the 

cantonal level? 
• How do actors justify their positions and steering efforts? 

Taking a governance perspective, this study complements previous studies in the field of 
research on educational transitions which have mainly focused on individual factors of educa-
tional decisions. 

The paper is structured as follows: Following the introduction elaborates on both the FVB 
in general and VMS as education programmes for high-performing pupils including an FVB. 
The next section explains why the Sociology of Conventions is an appropriate theoretical 
framework to address the research questions. Design, data, and methods are presented in Sec-
tion 4. Based on the findings presented in Section 5, Section 6 consists of some further con-
cluding reflections. 

2 Access routes to tertiary education within the Swiss VET system 
Switzerland’s upper-secondary education consists of general education (baccalaureate 

schools and specialized middle schools) as well as (dual and school-based) VET programmes. 
Through all these educational pathways, graduates can obtain a university entrance qualifica-
tion. The FVB is the university entrance qualification acquired on the VET pathway, that gives 
its holders access to universities of applied sciences, but not to traditional universities.5 The 
FVB is an optional general education qualification that can be obtained either by attending a 
vocational baccalaureate course during the apprenticeship (FVB1 option) or by taking up this 
course at least one year after completing the apprenticeship (FVB2 option) (econcept, 2020; 
Jäpel, 2016; Trede et al., 2020).6 The FVB is therefore always related to a professional qualifi-
cation. Holders of a FVB thus have a double qualification: they have a professional qualifica-
tion and can formally enter the labour market and are entitled to enrol in a Swiss university of 
applied sciences. 

One way to obtain a FVB1 option is by completing a Vocational Middle School (VMS). 
VMS are four-year school-based VET programmes offered in specific fields such as commerce, 
IT and health. They consist of a full-time school-based setting geared towards tertiary education 
as well as a longer internship, where apprentices acquire practical skills. As VMS combine a 

 
 

5  Holders of a FVB have the possibility of entering a traditional university by successfully completing a sup-
plementary «federal vocational baccalaureate – university» programme (also known as the «Passerelle Dubs» 
(https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/maturitaet/berufsmaturitaet.html). 

6  A third option to acquire a FVB is by passing the Federal Vocational Baccalaureate Examination, but this 
option is not relevant for the sake of this paper. 
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federal VET diploma (formal qualification to enter the labour market) and an FVB, they are 
considered demanding educational programmes. Up to now, VMS received only little attention 
and support from education policy in German-speaking Switzerland. Rather, their existence has 
been repeatedly questioned by certain actors, especially representatives of dual VET. 

The admission to FVB is regulated at the cantonal level. Accordingly, there are significant 
differences between the cantons in both the admission regulations and the corresponding FVB 
rate (Hänni et al., 2022; Leumann, 2019; Trede et al., 2020). This study does not understand 
such differences solely as differences in students' academic performances (a.o. Combet, 2019; 
Meyer, 2009) or as «naturally-grown» (Kost et al., 2017, p. 3), but it rather assumes that these 
differences also result from targeted governance mechanisms as regulations and restrictions at 
the institutional level of the transition to upper-secondary level (Esposito, 2023; Hafner et al., 
2022; Leemann et al. 2022). 

In 2014, fostering and promoting the FVB has been defined as one of three key areas of 
action at national level aiming to «strengthen the attractiveness of VET as a whole», foster that 
«[t]he FVB will continue to be an attractive educational option for high-achieving pupils»7 and 
ensure the recruitment of future skilled workers (Federal Vocational Baccalaureate Commis-
sion 2016: 3). With the «Vocational Baccalaureate 2030» project launched in 2022, VET rep-
resentatives have once again clearly committed to the primary goal of «making it [the FVB, 
R.E.] attractive for high-achieving young people»8 at national level. Although the FVB is con-
sidered a model of success (Trede et al., 2020) and its introduction is regarded as a «success 
story of Swiss education policy» (Kost et al., 2017, p. 1), the proportion of FVB holders has 
stagnated (Trede et al., 2020) and holders of a FVB come from only a few professions (Trede 
et al., 2020). 

3 The Sociology of Conventions as theoretical framework 
The research questions are examined through the theoretical lens of the Sociology of Con-

ventions (SoC) (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999; Diaz-Bone & de Larquier, 2022). From a SoC 
perspective, the political governance of transitions is a situation of coordination of action 
fraught with uncertainty about their course and outcome. To cope with this situation, actors rely 
on a limited number of socio-historically established principles of action, worth and justice, so-
called conventions (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005; Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999). Each of these 
conventions (industrial, civic, opinion, market, domestic, inspired, network, green) refers to a 
specific common good and thus generates its own way to legitimize or valorize objects, deci-
sions, etc. (see Table 1). This can lead to disputes and criticism as actors often rely on different 
conventions in the same situation. 

 
Table 1 
Conventions in education9 
Convention Common good, quality, logic of action 
Industrial Efficiency, productivity, expertise, performance, long-term planning, standardization 
Fame Reputation, fame, visibility, popularity, image 
Market Price, value for money, competition 

Source: Derouet (1989); Imdorf and Leemann (2023). 
 

 
7 https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/maturitaet/berufsmaturitaet/projekte-zur-berufsmaturi-

taet.html 
8 https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/maturitaet/berufsmaturitaet/projekte-zur-berufsmaturi-

taet.html 
9  Only the conventions relevant to this paper are shown in Table 1. For a complete overview see Imdorf & 

Leemann (2023). 
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Conventions can also relate positively to each other and form compromises (Diaz-Bone & 
de Larquier, 2022). By investing in material and cognitive formats, conventions gain stability, 
scope and power in the coordination of actions (Dodier, 2010; Thévenot, 2014). Standards are 
a format with a particularly high scope and are accepted unquestioningly in coordination situa-
tions. They require a closure of the actors' eyes to alternative forms that could have been used 
for coordination and thus reinforce the trust in the established (Thévenot, 2009). 

4 Design, Data and Methods 
The study is based on a case study design (Yin, 2009) with two German-speaking can-

tons.10 Both have a high proportion of VET at upper-secondary level and strengthening dual 
VET is an important education policy goal at cantonal level. The data consists of publicly avail-
able policy documents (a.o. education policy initiatives, statements of the cantonal parliament; 
political decisions and reports, etc.). Additionally, qualitative problem-centered interviews 
(Meuser & Nagel, 2009) were conducted with representatives of the cantonal education admin-
istration. The data were analyzed using a theory-based qualitative content analysis (Gläser & 
Laudel, 2010) including argumentation-analytical strategies (Toulmin et al., 1979). 

5 Findings 
The results point to a direct and an indirect governance strategy pursued by the cantons to 

position dual VET as an attractive pathway for high-achieving pupils at upper-secondary level 
in Switzerland. The direct strategy focuses on making the FVB, that targets specifically these 
pupils, more appealing. The indirect strategy, on the other hand, tries to strengthen dual VET 
as a pathway for high-achieving pupils by limiting supply and access to school-based VET 
programmes (especially VMS) that are regarded as competition to dual VET in this regard 
(Section 5.2). By means of what steering instruments do actors put these strategies into practice 
at a cantonal level? And how do they justify their actions and decisions? These questions will 
be answered in the following sections. 

5.1 Direct governance strategy: making the Federal Vocational Baccalaureate more ap-
pealing 

Canton A 
Legitimized by the argument, that the FVB contributes to the recruitment of future skilled 

workers (industrial convention) (Interview, A2, anonymized, Document A7, anonymized), the 
promotion of the FVB has been a central goal of Canton A’s education policy since 2013. To 
achieve the officially defined and targeted 15% FVB quota (Interview A1 and A2, anony-
mized), Canton A has launched a «long-term campaign» (Document A1, anonymized) and in-
troduced a «quite broad range of measures» (Interview A1, anonymized). Three elements are 
presented below. 

First, Canton A introduced a more flexible training model to acquire the FVB parallel to 
the training (FVB1 option). According to this new model pupils with high school grades can 
already complete part of the FVB course in their penultimate year of lower-secondary education 
(Documents A3, A4, anonymized).11 They thus get 'bound' to VET already in lower-secondary 
education. In Canton A high-achieving pupils have the possibility to enter general education 

 
 

10  To ensure that personal data are protected, the cantons studied are not named, all data are anonymized, and 
certain sources are not disclosed in the text. Upon reasonable request, a list of the sources and references not 
made public can be obtained from the author. 

11  The flexibilized model is currently limited to the fields of technology and commerce/industry. 
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baccalaureate school already in the last year of lower-secondary education. As these high-
achieving pupils are very likely to continue their chosen general education baccalaureate school 
pathway, they are 'lost' for VET as potential apprentices. Canton A’s flexibilization of the FVB1 
training model can therefore be seen as a steering instrument that counters this dynamic and 
strengthens the position of dual VET regarding the battle for high-achieving pupils taking place 
at upper-secondary level in Switzerland. 

Second, for the FVB2 option, the admission requirements represent the central instrument 
that regulates access to the FVB (Hänni et al., 2022). This was confirmed by a representative 
of the cantonal education administration: «When we look at the admission procedure, of course, 
the primary objective is to strengthen the FVB» (Interview A2). Hänni et al. (2022) showed, 
that entrance exams reduce the probability of someone doing a FVB as learners perceive man-
datory entrance exams as the highest subjective hurdles amongst all admission requirements 
when considering taking up a FVB course. Until school year 2023/2024 the access to the FVB2 
option was regulated by a mandatory entrance exam in Canton A. Newly, the canton abolished 
this mandatory entrance exam for the FVB2 option for apprentices who accomplished their 
VET Diploma «with good grades» (Documents A5, A6, anonymized).12 Lowering the admis-
sion requirements for the FVB2 option is thus a steering instrument used by Canton A to 
strengthen the FVB and «make VET more attractive for pupils» (Document A7, anonymized). 

Third, to promote the FVB quota, Canton A set up so-called «VET ambassadors» (Inter-
view A1, Document A2, anonymized). In the context of compulsory information events at the 
end of primary school, VET ambassadors inform young people (and their parents) about «what 
VET is» and that «there is a FVB, so if you don't get into the general education baccalaureate 
school, you won't end up in hell» (Interview A1). The ambassadors «stand up for the values of 
VET and represent the attractiveness of the VET pathway», (Document A2, anonymized), as 
an attractive alternative pathway to enter tertiary education. The aim of this format is to con-
tribute to a «strong positioning and an image boost for VET» and «attract good learners to the 
dual VET pathway in the long term» (Document A2, anonymized). From a SoC perspective, 
«VET ambassadors» are «intermediaries» (Bessy & Chauvin, 2013; Diaz-Bone, 2018) acting 
as a third-party mediator between the training companies as well as the education administra-
tion as providers of VET and the young people (and their parents) as demanders. With their 
informative actions, «VET ambassadors» strive to have a (positive) impact on the symbolic 
value (Bessy & Chauvin, 2013) of dual VET and the cantonal FVB quota. «VET ambassadors» 
are thus a format of the convention of fame, that has been introduced into the governance of the 
transition to upper-secondary level and that functions as a steering instrument supporting the 
attractiveness and the image of dual VET for high-achieving pupils. 

Canton B 
In view of demographic developments, Canton B’s State Council stated in 2016 that the 

«battle of competition» (Document B4, anonymised) between dual VET and VMS, will further 
increase in the future. Legitimized by, on the one hand, fears whereafter dual VET lacks in 
competitiveness regarding the attraction of high-achieving pupils (convention of fame) and, on 
the other hand, the need for future skilled workers (industrial convention) (Document B4, anon-
ymised), Canton B has defined «Strengthening dual VET» as a strategic education policy goal 
(Document B1, B2, B3, B5, anonymized). To «increase the attractiveness and strengthen our 
dual VET system for high-achieving pupils» (Document B4, anonymised), existing VET offers 
in Canton A were optimized and further (new) offers developed (Document B4, anonymized): 

 
 

12  Abolishing the mandatory entrance examination for FVB2 option can also be observed in other German-
speaking cantons of Switzerland. 
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On the one hand, modified FVB courses were introduced, and, on the other hand, the one-year 
programme Passerelle Dubs, which allows FVB holders to not only to enrol at universities of 
applied sciences but also traditional universities, has been established (Document B6, anony-
mised). Canton B actively promoted the new FVB options by intensifying information and 
communication (flyers and brochures, homepage, trial days, information events, reports) – es-
pecially for the most important target groups at lower-secondary level (pupils, parents, teachers) 
(Document B4, anonymised). With these formats Canton A has invested a lot in enhancing the 
reputation and attractiveness of dual VET for high-achieving young people. The underlying 
justification for introducing these instruments refers to the convention of fame, which has been 
additionally stabilised, expanded and strengthened as a legitimising reference logic thru the 
different formats introduced. 

5.2 Indirect governance strategy: limiting the access to school-based VET programmes 
that compete with dual VET 

Canton A 
At a time when Canton A was going through difficult financial times, it was decided to 

limit the number of training places at VMS to save costs. Officially justified as a cost-saving 
measure (market convention), Canton A therefore introduced a ceiling of a maximum of five 
VMS classes in the fields of IT and commerce in 2012 (Interviews A1, A2). This was legally 
anchored in the corresponding cantonal admission regulations for VMS (Document A8, anon-
ymised). In addition to the market justification of being able to save costs with the ceiling, one 
actor also pointed out to a politically undesirable competition between VMS and dual VET. 

«For a long time, school-based VET has been regarded as costly competition 
to traditional dual VET, because in some sectors, the state takes over tasks 
that are performed elsewhere by professional associations and companies. 
This argument has … always played an important role in the political dis-
course...» 
(Document A9, anonymized, translation, R.E.) 

We can interpret this ceiling as a hard governance instrument (Moos, 2009), by means of 
which Canton A can directly control the further development of the VMS and thus ensure, that 
VMS do not increase more than politically desired. 

Canton B 
For young people of a specific part of Canton B, which is geographically somewhat cut off 

from the rest of the canton, the upper-secondary level education offers can only be reached with 
major time effort. For this reason, pupils of this part of the canton were previously allowed to 
attend VMS in the neighbouring cantons. For Canton B, these out-of-canton VMS attendances 
meant compensatory payments to the neighbouring cantons and thus an additional burden on 
the cantonal financial budget. In view of the tight financial situation of Canton B, a cost-cutting 
package was decided. This package included that contributions for non-cantonal VMS attend-
ances are no longer be paid. Legitimized by a cost-oriented justification (market convention) 
the pupils of the specific part of the canton would therefore no longer have access to VMS of 
the neighbouring cantons. Consequently, criticism was voiced through political initiatives, in-
tending a continuation of the financing. 

The following statement of a representative of the economic liberal party exemplifies a 
second key argument in the political debate about the financing of non-cantonal VMS attend-
ances: 
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«With the full-time VMS … we are directly competing with dual VET. … 
Basically, the canton is committed to strengthening VET, i.e., the genuine 
dual VET with an apprenticeship with an apprenticeship contract and not as 
a full-time school with an internship» (Document B2, anonymized, transla-
tion, R.E.) 

The statement shows that the justification to limit access to VMS are no longer only based 
on the argument of saving costs (market convention), but also refer to the convention of fame, 
whereafter dual VET should be protected as «unquestioned standard» (Esposito, 2022; Lee-
mann, 2019) against any form of competition. Regarding the education policy debate reagaring 
the financing of non-cantonal VMS attendances, an actor summed up, that it «is a financial 
policy proposal, but at the same time it is also a strengthening of the dual VET pathway. ... 
There is a conscious intention to steer in this direction» (Document B2, anonymized). 

6 Conclusions 
The cantons studied have pursued both a direct and an indirect governance strategy to 

strengthen dual VET as an attractive pathway for high-achieving pupils at upper-secondary 
level in Switzerland. The direct strategy tries to increase the attractiveness of the dual VET 
pathway by making the Federal Vocational Baccalaureate (FVB) more appealing. The indirect 
strategy, on the other hand, tries to strengthen dual VET as a pathway for high-achieving pupils 
by limiting full-time school-based VET programmes, especially Vocational Middle Schools 
[VMS]), that are often regarded as undesired competition to dual VET. 

To put these either direct or indirect strategies into practice at a cantonal level, the cantons 
have used a wide range of steering instruments: Canton A introduced a ceiling on the number 
of VMS classes, flexibilized training model for the FVB1 option, lowered the access require-
ments for the FVB2 option by abolishing the mandatory entrance exam for pupils with good 
grades, and introduced so-called «VET ambassadors». Canton B suspended the financing of 
non-cantonal VMS attendances to limit VMS, modified the FVB offer, and started the 
«Passerelle Dubs» programme (passerelle from FVB to university). On the one hand, these 
investments, try to foster the attractiveness of dual VET regarding high-achieving pupils, but, 
on the other hand, also go along with ‘costs’: As this paper has shown, these ‘costs’ must a.o. 
be understood in the sense of a «sacrificing of alternatives», i.e., limiting alternative education 
programmes, e.g. VMS, at the upper-secondary level. 

Different educational pathways correspond to different interests, competences and needs, 
address different biographical circumstances and life plans of young people, and reflect the 
variety and quality of the Swiss education system. Do governance strategies and instruments, 
that steer this variety of education programmes at the upper-secondary level in favour of dual 
VET and at the expense of other education programmes correspond to Switzerland’s typical 
liberal-democratic social order, according to which the talents and inclinations of individuals 
should be the basis for the choice of education (Leemann et al., 2023)? And does the indirect 
governance strategy of limiting other pathways to a.o. strengthening dual VET really allows to 
fully exploit the entire potential of the Swiss VET system regarding the training of high-achiev-
ing pupils (Esposito 2023)? 

Regarding the justifications of the governance strategies pursued and instruments used, 
similar justificatory patterns could be identified among the two cantons: In addition to market 
(limiting VMS is a cost cutting measure as it relieves the cantonal financial budget) and indus-
trial (strengthening the FVB contributes to the recruitment of future skilled workers) oriented 
justifications, the actors often mobilized the convention of fame to legitimize their political 
actions by the following argument: The image and reputation of dual VET as an attractive path-
way for high-achieving young people should be strengthened so that dual VET becomes more 
competitive regarding the battle for high-achieving pupils taking place at upper-secondary level 



116 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

in Switzerland. The aim is to maintain dual VET as the «unquestioned standard» (Esposito, 
2022; Leemann, 2019) – also regarding the training of high-achieving pupils. 

To grasp this repeatedly mobilized specific justificatory compromise, whereafter the con-
vention of fame gets strengthened by the market and the industrial convention, the term «dual 
VET justification standard» is introduced here. As this paper, as well as examples from other 
Swiss cantons with a high proportion of VET at upper-secondary level (Esposito, 2023), have 
shown, this «dual VET justification standard» function as a stable, powerful, and widely un-
questioned justificatory compromise legitimizing political decision making and taking in favour 
of dual VET within the coordination of action regarding the transition to upper-secondary level 
in Switzerland. 

Summing up, the distribution of young people among different education programmes 
should not only be understood as consequences of individual preferences and decisions, but 
rather also resulting from strategic steering interventions by a country’s education policy. 
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A Tool for the Self-Assessment of Informal Learning for Workers in the 
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Abstract 
Context: The paper describes one of the earliest practical attempts for the recognition of prior 
learning in Germany. However, this attempt was limited to one sector (metal and electrical 
industry) and one region (the German state Baden-Württemberg) and remained beyond formal 
recognition procedures. 
Approach: The recognition of informally acquired competences requires their documentation 
and visibility. What role can those potentially willing to be recognized play in this, and which 
(web-based) instrument is suitable for this? This research question was to be answered in a 
participatory technology development process in cooperation with those affected (shop floor 
workers), but also with the involvement of social partners, human resources managers, works 
councils, chambers, employment agencies and academics. 
Findings: Shopfloor people have difficulties understanding the competency designations that 
are being discussed in academia and policy, but they are able to say what they can do. However, 
they use different words for their doing (varying from company to company, department to 
department, person to person). Therefore, for the purpose of self-assessment a framework is 
needed that simultaneously offers a stimulus for reflection and a structure for classification. 
This framework is provided by a (web-based) task inventory. Such a task inventory had to be 
developed, by which low-skilled workers can indicate which tasks they are able to perform. 
Conclusion: The web-based task inventory AiKomPass (aikompass.de) is available online in 
six languages for anyone to use free of charge. With the help of the tool, users create a personal 
profile that belongs only to them. This profile is used for various purposes inside and outside 
companies and even in the context of formal recognition procedures. However, this approach 
does not replace a formal recognition procedure, as the profile is only based on self-assessment 
and says little about the quality of task performance. However, it does say a lot about the scope 
of (self-assessed) task-related competences. The AiKomPass tool can be used internationally 
as it can be assumed that tasks as such in the metal and electrical industry are similar in indus-
trialized countries and as the instrument is not directly linked to national training regulations. 

Keywords: informal learning, competence assessment, recognition, metal and electrical indus-
try 

 
 

1  This paper is an abridged and modified version of Fischer (forthcoming). 
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1 Context: Recognition of informally acquired competences in Germany 
In the context of creating a common European labour market also Germany joined the 

decision of the European Council (2012) according to which every European citizen should 
have the right to have their informally acquired competences recognized by 2018. However, 
preparations for an official recognition procedure in Germany only began at the end of 2015, 
when the „guardians“ of the dual training system, the chambers, were given the task of devel-
oping and introducing a procedure for recognizing informally acquired competences. Until 
then, there had been reservations and fears in the public debate that the established initial vo-
cational training system in Germany could be endangered by such a recognition procedure. The 
official procedure was established in October 2018 and is still under development for different 
occupations (VALIKOM, n.d.). An earlier practical attempt in Germany towards the recogni-
tion of informally acquired competences was a sector specific one in the metal and electrical 
industry of the German state Baden Württemberg. This approach is now the focus of my con-
sideration: Although the relevance of the formal VET system in Germany has often been high-
lighted, there was (and still exists) a remarkable number of persons who do not have a formal 
qualification (15–20% of an age cohort in Germany remain without any vocational qualification 
(Baethge, 2014, p. 53); Baden-Württemberg has one of the highest numbers of employees in 
Germany who work without a formal qualification and cannot prove their competences (around 
14% of all employees in 2022 (Statistisches Landesamt Baden-Württemberg, 2023). In times 
of a shortage of skilled workers, it was the idea of those politically responsible that a ‘treasure’ 
exists in the form of formally unqualified people that only needed to be lifted. For this reason, 
an online tool for the recognition of prior learning should be developed in meanwhile three 
publicly funded research and development (R&D) projects, which were dedicated to the metal 
and electrical industry in Baden-Württemberg from 2012 onwards. At the time, this was one of 
the first practical research approaches that dealt with the validation of informally and non-for-
mally acquired competences. However, it is important to notice that this approach was only 
related to one industry in one German state and remained beyond formal recognition proce-
dures. 

How to recognize informally acquired competences with the help of a web-based instru-
ment? This was the research question. In order to answer this question, one has to consider the 
following: It is a generally shared assumption that many competences – and especially work-
relevant competences – are acquired through learning in the process of work (Boreham et al., 
2002; Fischer et al., 2004). However, informally, non-formally and formally acquired compe-
tences are difficult to distinguish from each other. The same competence, e.g. mastery of a 
certain machine, may have been acquired informally (e.g. by ‘copying’ from colleagues), non-
formally (e.g. in a course) or formally (e.g. in initial vocational training). And competences are 
also acquired informally in formal settings, e.g. teamwork skills when learning in groups, or 
foreign language skills in specialised training. Formal/informal/non-formal learning are there-
fore, in contrast to many definitions (CEDEFOP, 2009; OECD, 2006), not discrete categories 
that can be completely separated from each other, but attributes that have been assigned to 
learning by the state and society (Colley et al., 2003). Informal learning is an attribute rather 
than a property of learning. To give just one piece of evidence for this: Attributes of informal 
learning vary from country to country: In most countries, for example, ‘work experience’ counts 
as a result of informal learning. In Germany, work experience must be made available to train-
ees in initial vocational training. This is what the German Vocational Training Act says. Work 
experience is therefore an integral part of a formal qualification here. Therefore, there is no 
‘universal’ informal competence. It follows from this: 

  
1) If one wants to record informally acquired competences, one cannot exclude anything 

from the spectrum of relevant competences from the outset. 
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2) If potentially all competences can be acquired informally, only the people concerned 
themselves can give indications for a closer determination. 

2 Approach: Participatory development of an online tool 
The recognition of informally acquired competences requires their documentation and vis-

ibility. What role can those potentially willing to be recognized play in this, and which (web-
based) instrument is suitable for this? This research question should be answered in a partici-
patory technology development process (cf. Fischer, 2000, p. 249 et seq.) in cooperation with 
those affected (shopfloor personnel), but also with the involvement of social partners, personnel 
managers, works councils, chambers, employment agencies and academia. 

In order to identify work tasks in the metal and electrical industry, an interview study and 
workplace observations (according to the BAG method (Analysis of Occupational Work Tasks; 
see Reinhold et al., 2003)) were carried out. The project involved 75 interviews in 10 compa-
nies. The analysis of work activities focused mainly on semi-skilled and unskilled workers, but 
also on skilled workers (persons who no longer work in their learned occupation or in fields 
that do not correspond to a specific vocational qualification of initial vocational training in 
Germany, e.g. industrial maintenance or production planning). Technical supervisors were also 
interviewed where they could provide information on the nature, extent and systematisation of 
the work involved. It was important to include in the study people who were actively involved 
in the work activities, i.e. who either carried them out themselves or were supervisors of those 
who carried them out. Human resources staff, managers and works councils were also involved, 
as these are the people involved in personnel decisions. 

Expert surveys were conducted to validate the instrument that was developed. Furthermore, 
interested workers were able to test the competence tool for the recognition of informally ac-
quired competences in a participatory pre-test phase and thus help to optimise the usability of 
the tool. These tests were accompanied scientifically and served to further develop, test ac-
ceptance, and validate the instrument. 

3 Findings and Results: Self-assessment based on task inventories 

3.1 Findings 
Against the background described above, an online tool was to be developed and then made 

available to any person interested in taking stock of their competences. Under such a premise, 
it quickly became apparent in our empirical study that employees in the metal and electrical 
industry have little use for the competence designations discussed in vocational education 
(Fischer et al., 2014) – at least as a means of self-assessment. 

What people can give more information about are the tasks they perform or have performed 
and mastered in gainful employment. However, one encounters the fact that these tasks are 
described differently from person to person (depending also on companies and departments): 
What for one person means „maintaining machines and equipment“ is for another „repair” and 
for a third „keeping the machines running“. Therefore, task descriptions as a structure for clas-
sification and a framework for self-reflection must be presented in a generally understandable 
form so that people can express themselves in terms of „I can“ or „I can't“ and so that these 
statements can then be compared. This is done through so-called task inventories (Frieling et 
al., 2003), whereby work tasks in a professional field of activity are described and presented in 
a structured form. 

Regardless of whether competences have been acquired through learning in the process of 
work or in institutional learning environments, it always requires a separate reflection on what 
kind of skills have emerged from the respective learning process. If it is and should be the 
subjects themselves (as in our projects) who document and make visible their skills, then a 
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framework must be provided that simultaneously offers a stimulus for reflection and a structure 
for classification. This framework is provided by a task inventory. 

However, such an inventory of tasks did not exist for the metal and electrical industry. We 
had to develop it first. All kinds of information were used for this purpose (training regulations, 
framework curricula, (company) qualification profiles, job advertisements, German Industrial 
Standards and the collective wage agreement). 

3.2 Structure of the web tool AiKomPass 
In the year 2023 the developed tool AiKomPass (www.aikompass.de) is available online 

in six languages (German, English, French, Italian, Swedish and Ukrainian) and can be used 
free of charge. With AiKomPass, users can select from a structured list those tasks that they are 
able to perform and/or that they are currently still performing. The tasks come from the fields 
of work preparation, production, maintenance and production and warehouse logistics in the 
metal and electrical industry. So-called digital competences have been added in the meantime. 
This specialist task inventory is expanded to include activities that are important in their free 
time, as well as the option to store a CV including references, certificates, etc. The result of 
using AiKomPass is an individual overall profile that can be used for personal and professional 
development and in the validation of informally acquired competences. 

The compilation of mastered work tasks is presented within this personal task profile and 
is the result of a self-assessment. When using the tool, individual task profiles are created which 
on the one hand provide detailed information about the work experience of the users and on the 
other hand, through their structuring and the completeness of the underlying task inventory, 
also allow a comparison with competence requirements (e.g., a training regulation). However, 
the validation of self-assessed competences requires further analysis and interpretation by rel-
evant experts. 

 
Figure 1 
Sequence of a session with AiKomPass (Author's own compilation) 

 
 
The profile to be created in the AiKomPass consists of several areas (Fig. 1) through which 

the user is guided in a structured way. Alternatively, the individual areas can be processed in 
any order via navigation. Each section contains various fields that the user can edit as required; 
mandatory fields have been deliberately omitted. 

AiKomPass records individual stages of working life in the CV section. Special tasks in 
the company, training for professional activities as well as voluntary activities can be listed. It 
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was one of the findings during the research process that compiling a CV helps to recall previous 
activities and related competences. 

The most important function of the AiKomPass tool is the compilation of work tasks from 
the metal and electrical sector that the person has already successfully worked on and/or can 
still work on in their working life. All work tasks compiled in AiKomPass are assigned to task 
groups. The task groups are in turn grouped into sub-work fields. The sub-work areas are as-
signed to four work areas: Work preparation, production, maintenance and production and 
warehouse logistics. 

 
Figure 2 
Creating an overall task profile with AiKomPass (Author's own compilation) 
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Figure 3 
Example for a selection of tasks with AiKomPass (Author's own compilation) 

 
 
Users start by selecting the relevant work fields. In the second step, the corresponding sub-

work areas appear, such as ‘Scheduling production orders’ in work preparation, ‘Manufactur-
ing’ in production or ‘Servicing’ in maintenance (Fig. 2). In the third step, the task groups of 
the selected sub-work fields appear. After selecting the task groups, the tasks related to them 
can be selected (Fig. 3). The total list of mastered tasks is presented in a structured overview at 
the end. 

Professional experience outside the metal and electrical industry can be compiled in the 
section ‘Non-subject-specific task profile outside M+E’. Here, not only the activities are rec-
orded, but also the knowledge and skills that were acquired in the process. Furthermore, there 
is the option to record language and computer skills as well as leisure/voluntary activities. 

3.3 Possible uses of AiKomPass 
The PDF document as a result of AiKomPass is a personal overall profile that is created indi-
vidually by the information provided by the user. The PDF document belongs exclusively to 
the user. The purpose for which the profile is used is not specified. There are many possibilities 
for use, whereby four groups of possible uses can be identified: individual use, company use, 
out-of-company use and recognition of competences. 
The personal task profile created in the AiKomPass can be used individually 

• to get an overview of one's own knowledge and skills; 
• to discuss with managers possibilities of changing one's own work tasks; 
• to attach the profile to a job application; 
• to find out in which areas there is a need for further training. 

The AiKomPass instrument can be used in the following ways in a company: 
• within the framework of personnel and staff planning; 
• to accompany staff appraisals; 
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• to match the competences of employees with the requirements of a job description or a 
company competence profile; 

• to plan and initiate further training and qualification of employees. 
Off-site uses: 

• job placement and job counselling; 
• reflection on job-relevant competences and job objectives; 
• development of occupational, work and training profiles. 

Within the framework of competence recognition, AiKomPass offers the possibility, 
• to prepare for an examination or a validation of competences; 
• to prepare for the recognition of examination achievements through connectivity with 

training regulations and occupational profiles; 
• to support an equivalence assessment of vocational qualifications and recognition pro-

cedures. 

4 Discussion, conclusion and outlook 
As mentioned above, the task-related competence profile created with the help of Ai-

KomPass belongs exclusively to the user. For reasons of data protection and data privacy, we 
do not know anything about the use of AiKomPass – apart from what direct users (e.g. shop 
floor workers) and indirect users (e.g. company managers, employment agencies, responsible 
persons for the official German recognition procedure) have reported, mainly during the 
runtime of our projects. This limitation has to be kept in mind. 

The test phase and subsequent pilots have shown that interested people (even without a 
formal vocational qualification) can use AiKomPass and create an individual task-related com-
petence profile for themselves. Whether this can be done without any outside help depends 
above all on the existing language competence. Although there are no complicated descriptions 
of competences in AiKomPass – quite the contrary – it is important to realize that AiKomPass 
is a language-based tool, the use of which assumes the understanding of the existing work field 
and task descriptions. Within the framework of the EU project ‘Labour INT’, AiKomPass has 
already been translated into English. Other languages have been added. The focus here is, for 
example, on immigrants who have already acquired knowledge and skills relevant to work in 
their country of origin, but which they can neither formally prove nor are able to describe. 
However, experiences show that the desired ‘internationalization’ of AiKomPass is not exclu-
sively a linguistic translation problem, as people from other cultural circles sometimes do not 
have the words available in their national language that would have to be used for task descrip-
tions in the German metal and electrical industry. Therefore, more image- and graphic-based 
representations of task inventories would be helpful here, which would also have to be supple-
mented with additional explanations if necessary. 

Apart from the above-mentioned limitation, it can be said that AiKomPass can in principle 
be used internationally, at least in European countries, because tasks as such in the metal and 
electrical industry are probably quite similar in industrialized countries although the design of 
tasks and their allocation to individual professions and persons may vary. Moreover, the instru-
ment is not bound to national training regulations. Nevertheless, AiKomPass can be connected 
to questions of formal recognition of vocational qualifications. In a master thesis (Köhn, 2017), 
it was shown for the German training occupation ‘electronics technician for devices and sys-
tems’ that with very minor modifications, AiKomPass is able to map correspondences to the 
training framework plan. This means that with appropriate guidance it can be seen which tasks 
someone would have to have confirmed in the AiKomPass tool so that the skills expressed in it 
fully correspond to the training occupational profile. Persons involved in the official German 
recognition procedure have reported that they use AiKomPass sometimes in order to get an 
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overview of the (self-assessed) scope of task-related competences of a person. From employ-
ment agencies we received feedback that people could only be placed in work because certain 
competences became apparent through AiKomPass. 

Of course, there is also the question of the quality criteria for this kind of competence 
recognition via self-assessment. It is true that users can give false information. However, expe-
rience shows that, according to their supervisors, users from the shop floor tend to underesti-
mate rather than exaggerate their competences. However, this cannot be guaranteed in individ-
ual cases. 

An at least equally serious problem with this type of competence diagnosis via self-assess-
ment is that the possible range of work tasks mastered alone says little about the quality of task 
processing. However, at least information about the scope of an individual competence profile 
is provided, and this scope can be compared with the scope required in the training occupation 
profile, whereas all known vocational competence diagnostics procedures in Germany attempt 
to derive statements about the entire vocational qualification from a more or less small selection 
of competences tested in greater depth (Fischer, 2018). Statements about the scope of a person's 
existing competences are particularly relevant for the formal recognition of informal learning, 
because here – in contrast to competence diagnostics during or after formal training courses – 
it cannot be assumed that these persons have already become acquainted with the elements of 
a training framework plan, at least as input. Statements about the existing or missing scope of 
competences on the basis of the AiKomPass also establish the connection to further training 
planning, so that specific gaps can be closed. 

Finally, it can be discussed whether and to what extent competences can be recorded at all 
with the help of a task inventory. On one hand, it should be borne in mind in this discussion 
that the construct of competence is a hypothetical construct in which it is assumed that behind 
a performance or responsibility there is an ability to perform that performance or to exercise 
the responsibility in a responsible manner (Fischer, 2018). While responsibilities are known 
and performance is observable, this is not the case with abilities. From the fact that competences 
are not observable in terms of abilities, it follows that they „... are always a form of attribution 
based on a judgement of the observer“ (Erpenbeck & Rosenstiel, 2003, p. XI, own translation). 
Such an interpretation and attribution is not provided by the use of AiKomPass alone. 

On the other hand, more so than in general education, vocational education and training is 
not only about understanding, assessing and evaluating facts, but also about being able to cope 
with them in a practical way in the context of professional work. The concept of ‘vocational 
action competence’ is therefore very important here (Dilger & Sloane, 2012). Since 2005, the 
German Vocational Training Act (2005, pp. 5–6) has spoken of ‘vocational action competence’, 
which is understood to mean the necessary vocational skills, knowledge and abilities for carry-
ing out a qualified vocational activity in a changing world of work. Competent for what? This 
question is the focus of vocational education and training. Therefore, it is not entirely irrelevant 
for which tasks a person is competent. AiKomPass provides this attribution as a guided self-
assessment. 

For future research and development, the question therefore arises as to how self-assess-
ment procedures can interact with ‘objective’ procedures of competence diagnostics. Further-
more, it is a value in itself for vocational research and development to have a task inventory for 
the metal and electrical industry, because this identifies which work tasks potentially occur in 
this industry, and by using an instrument such as AiKomPass, it identifies which tasks employ-
ees actually perform. Surprisingly, such an up-to-date task inventory did not exist in the occu-
pational and labour sciences and had to be developed first. Such an inventory would have to be 
constantly developed further and could then be an instrument for recording the change in skilled 
work beyond individual competence diagnosis. 
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With the help of AiKomPass, even people without formal qualification and with little com-
puter skills can create an individual competence profile, i.e., identify and document compe-
tences relevant to their work. This competence profile alone does not satisfy the test-theoretical 
quality criteria of competence diagnostics, but it is connectable. However, one of the most im-
portant findings from the evaluations and trials with AiKomPass was: A guided self-assessment 
can make the people concerned themselves actors in competence diagnostics, which can be a 
stimulus for their educational and career aspirations (Fischer et al., 2014). It was very often 
reported that the use of AiKomPass raised the self-esteem of the users and improved their mo-
tivation to close gaps in their qualification profile. 

Wiebke Petersen (2016) distinguishes three levels of recognition of informal learning in 
her ‘Vocational pedagogical studies on functional development opportunities of an extended 
recognition perspective in European employment systems’: 

1. Making visible to oneself: One's own skills and abilities, one's own knowledge and one's 
own competence in terms of one's own desired level of responsibility must become con-
scious and explicit. ... enables identification of one's own motivation and volition. ... 
self-recognition, which is expressed in the terms self-confidence, self-esteem and self-
appreciation. 

2. Making visible to others: Soft forms of recognition lead to social recognition and 
acknowledge that the subject has certain other abilities in addition to his or her formally 
certified abilities: social appreciation. 

3. Legal recognition: legal recognition in the narrower sense – for example through a cer-
tified examination. The validation of informal learning in the sense of legal recognition 
is then rather a check whether the characteristics of the subject meet the requirements 
of the ‘generalized’ others. 

The first two levels of recognition of informal learning can be achieved through the Ai-
KomPass approach, the third level of recognition requires the involvement of third parties. But 
also, for possible external assessors the competence profile created by AiKomPass is a valuable 
source of information, as it gives an overview of (self-assessed) task-related competences of a 
person. 

Unfortunately, there is no generally accepted theory for the classification of work activities 
through task inventories, it is rather a pragmatic approach to the analysis of work activities 
(Fleishman & Quaintance, 1984; Frieling et al., 2003, p. 170)), in the best case: organised on a 
participatory and cross-company basis. The development of such a theory is a scientific task 
for the future. This would facilitate the transferability of the results to other professional fields. 
Nevertheless, it became apparent in the course of our research that – as a means of self-assess-
ment – only lists of activities could be meaningfully used by the participants in the study 
(mainly low skilled workers). 
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Abstract  
Context: Adults with low or no formal qualifications in workplace preparation programs are 
considered a high-risk group. This raises the question of how vocational education and training 
can be changed to better address the needs of this group.  
Approach: In a cross-case analysis, we, therefore, examined four training providers that are 
recognized as examples of good practice and studied which design principles are reflected in 
their work. 
Findings: Based on an additional literature review, focus group interviews with trainers, and 
an analysis of implementation examples, we identified a set of 12 specific design principles. 
Conclusion: The implementation of these principles can contribute to the further development 
of workplace preparation programs. Ongoing research indicates that this depends on sufficient 
resources, the work culture of the trainers, and cooperation with complementary social services 
and health care providers. 

Keywords: design principles, vocational education and training, competency-based training, 
low-qualified adults, didactics 

1 Introduction 
Adults with low or no formal qualifications are at risk of losing their jobs or slipping into 

pre-carious employment. Upskilling can improve their situation and is becoming even more 
important due to increasing reskilling needs in response to the transformation of the world of 
work. However, prior research shows that low-qualified adults tend to participate less in con-
tinuing VET than better-educated individuals (Nieuwenhove & De Wever, 2022; Kruppe & 
Baumann, 2019; Müller & Wenzelmann, 2019). If they do participate in vocational training, 
their dropout rate is comparatively high (Baas & Philipps, 2019). And although already disad-
vantaged in terms of their education, the learning intentions of low-qualified workers can be 
below average (Kyndt et al., 2011). 

Nevertheless, there are efforts in many countries to set up more workplace preparation 
programs to address urgent shortages of skilled workers. This is also the case in Austria, where 
the AMS - the Austrian labour office - finances competency-based VET programs for the un-
employed as part of its active labour market policy. The aim of these programs is to ease the 
transition to employment, especially for those who are more likely than average to be affected 
by unemployment. This includes the group of low-skilled adults. 
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Often, these vocational education and training measures cannot achieve the purposes for 
which they were established. This leads to the question of how to design competency-based 
approaches to vocational education and training for low-qualified people. Therefore, the pre-
sented study aims to formulate a set of design principles to develop vocational competencies 
for the transition to the labour market. 

2 Research Method 
The didactic research project starts with an initial set of design principles based on a review 

of literature (including Gillen, 2013; Euler & Hahn, 2014; Weber & Hojnik, 2016). Design 
principles are defined as generalized educational concepts of medium range that have been 
practically proven. They are not educational technologies but require implementation efforts 
and independent decisions by the trainers. That means design principles serve as orientation for 
trainers (Gössling & Grunau, 2020; Euler; 2014).  

The guiding assumption is to move away from teacher-centered types of education and 
training. Many low-qualified adults have had negative school experiences and therefore tend to 
reject school-like education. The design principles are meant to guide the way to competence-
based education in contrast to teacher- and knowledge-centered education. 

This is followed by a cross-case analysis that includes four vocational education and train-
ing providers that the labor office considered to be good practices. Focus groups with VET 
trainers of these providers were conducted first to revise and then revise design principles and 
second to gather implementation examples for the application of these design principles in ed-
ucational practice. Case comparisons then reveal what it takes in different contexts to make 
competency-based education and training work. 

3 Preliminary results and outlook 
The study creates knowledge about the practice of competency-based training for the dif-

ficult-to-reach group of low-qualified adults from the perspective of the trainers involved. In 
this way, the gap between the theory of competency-based training and its implementation in 
practice is addressed. The cross-case analyses led to a set of 12 revised design principles and 
their implementation conditions (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1 
Set of design principles (Gössling et al., 2022, 58) 

 
 

The cross-case analyses also lead to findings about the implementation conditions and the 
transferability of these basic principles. These results can be used for the development of VET 
programs targeted at the needs of low-qualified adults. Research on the feasibility of compe-
tence-based design principles continues. 
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Abstract  
Context: This symposium collects four papers that look at the relevance of the categories’ vo-
cation, occupation or profession for future developments in VET, for international comparisons 
and as a basic category of VET research.  
Approach: On one hand, the term is the most significant denominator of the research field or 
discipline, on the other hand, one hardly sees any reflection on this terminology or a systematic 
discussion of its meaning. This argument weighs even more heavily when one looks at interna-
tional comparative research on the topic. The repeatedly diagnosed relative insignificance of 
the concept of occupation in view of the developments in many vocational training systems and 
its significance for individual life courses is contrasted with the adherence to this term. This 
tension will be reflected and discussed based on experiences from different projects during the 
symposium.  
Findings: Results from one large comparative European project, from a reflection and research 
on national reforms in VET in Switzerland and the analysis of interviews with high-level aca-
demic experts on digitalization all conclude that the concept of profession is still of great im-
portance, but at the same time its validity is limited to certain work processes and objects or 
certain linguistic and cultural areas. However, the contributions are also based on different con-
cepts of occupations and professionalism, which will be elaborated on in the discussion at the 
symposium.  
Conclusion: In the last part of the symposium, the different concepts and findings will be 
placed in the model presented at the beginning and conclusions will be drawn for further de-
velopment.  
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Keywords: international comparison, concepts of VET, vocation, occupation, profession  

1 Comparing Vocational Education - the Neglected Role of Occupations – An introduc-
tion   

Philipp Grollmann 
(Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training, Bonn, Germany) 

 
This symposium collects four papers that look at relevant dimensions of vocational educa-

tion and training (VET) for international comparisons. Papers will include conceptual consid-
erations as well as empirical findings from different countries (Austria, Germany, Switzerland, 
France, the United Kingdom and the USA). Specific emphasis will be put on the concept of 
occupations (and related concepts such as vocation or profession) that is often neglected in 
comparative research on VET. Instead, recent comparisons have concentrated on the organisa-
tion of educational programmes and structures, the integration of general content into VET or 
mechanisms of systemic governance (e.g. Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012; Nylund & Viro-
lainen, 2019; or Pilz, 2016). 

This type of governance research is, however, to a certain extent blind to questions that are 
directly focussing on other very relevant issues for educational research, such as the organiza-
tion and practice of vocational teaching and learning in companies and schools or the subjective 
side of learning processes and its results. Whilst socio-cultural accounts of vocational and work-
based learning and related concepts such as boundary crossing or the concept of tacit knowing 
have developed some significance in the international VET research discourse, they have only 
scarcely been tackled by comparative research in VET. This is particularly astonishing in view 
that they constitute particularities that make VET distinct from general or academic education 
and hence, are at the heart of vocational education (Cedefop, 2017). 

On the one hand, (comparative) VET research has to start from the assumption that its 
subject is different from other forms or programmes of education and therefore needs a common 
concept of „occupation” or „vocation”; on the other hand, the concept of occupation is ques-
tioned repeatedly. Some of the most important reasons for this are the discussion about the 
decreasing importance of occupations in life histories with quite different jobs, the decreasing 
importance of occupations in increasingly liberalized and flexible labour markets and the dis-
appearance of entire occupations due to the rapid development of digital technologies.  

The first contribution will introduce a framework that was developed in two Cedefop pro-
jects over the last six years and that is intended to provide a frame of reference for the compar-
ison of VET-systems and concepts. It integrates three perspectives on VET: an educational 
system perspective, a socio-economic perspective and an epistemological-pedagogical perspec-
tive. In accordance with the three perspectives the symposium will include considerations from 
different disciplines and empirical fields of research and reflect on the significance of „occupa-
tion” as an important parameter of VET research. This includes sociological, educational and 
economic considerations. At the end of each contribution findings from all the contributions 
will be related to the framework. 

The second contribution looks at the development of occupation as the reference system 
for VET in a Swiss-German comparison and relates it to overall developments in the vocational 
education and training systems of the two countries. 

The third contribution represents a look at changes relevant to VET from the socio-eco-
nomic perspective and is based on insights and theoretical concepts from a number of inter-
views that were carried out with eminent academic experts from different countries and disci-
plines in the relation between rapid technological changes and the way how work is organised. 
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The last paper will analyse the significance of the concept of „occupation” and „occupa-
tional practice” for the comparison of VET and how this integrates into the general framework. 
Specific emphasis will be laid upon the role of „occupation” and „occupational practice” as a 
„tertium comparationis” in comparative research. Finally, a discussant advocating a psycholog-
ical perspective on vocational education and „occupation“ as a means of individual growth will 
round out the needed multidisciplinary view of „occupation” and VET. 
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2 A New Framework for Comparing Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
Jörg Markowitsch 

(3s Unternehmensberatung, Vienna) 
 

Comparative research on VET in Europe has taken on a new dimension as a result of the 
enlargements of the European Union and increased educational cooperation since the mid-
1990s (Clarke et al., 2021). Especially due to the accession of Central and Eastern European 
countries to the European Union, the variety of systems to be considered as well as the intensity 
of research has increased massively in the last two decades (Tūtlys et al., 2022). To manage 
this increasing complexity various VET typologies have been developed (for excellent over-
views see for instance Rageth and Renold (2017), Gonon (2016) or Bosch (2016)). However, 
putting national VET systems into prefabricated boxes runs the risk of overlooking national 
specificities of VET and of reproducing cultural prejudices. Apart from that, many typologies 
focus on a very limited set of dimensions of comparison. More open systems for the analysis 
or descriptions of countries’ VET systems tend to be the exception. The paper presents a new 
framework for comparing VET building on previous conceptual frameworks in particular on 
works by Moodie (2008), Rojewski (2009) and Billett (2011) and uses design principles of the 
‘morphological analysis’ (Zwicky, 1969). 

The framework has been developed jointly by an interdisciplinary group of VET research-
ers over a seven-year period as part of Cedefop's research on the future of VET. It essentially 
consists of 50 dimensions to analyse VET systems, as well as parts of them, structured accord-
ing to three overlapping main perspectives: an epistemological and pedagogical perspective, an 
education system perspective, and a socio-economic or labour market perspective. It is expected 
that the research paper presenting the framework will be published in spring 2023. The presen-
tation will focus on the methodological principles of the framework, illustrate various applica-
tions and provide an outlook on a possible new theory of comparative VET research. 
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3 „Occupation” as a neglected Category for VET Reforms 
Philipp Gonon (Universität Zürich) 

Lorenzo Bonoli (Eidgenössische Hochschule für Berufsbildung) 
 
The development of the notion of occupation („Beruf”) as an organising principle of VET 

in Switzerland (and beyond) will be discussed. Specifically, dual apprenticeships, like in Ger-
man-speaking countries and regions are closely linked to occupations. That is why in Germany 
and Switzerland around 230-320 different occupations are designed for learning and acquiring 
skills through VET. Specific organizations (in Germany employer and employee representa-
tives and chambers, in Switzerland -interprofessional ad hoc-committees) are entitled to steer– 
together with firms, state and school representatives - the ongoing development and innovation 
of dual apprenticeships in VET.  

Unlike other countries those intermediary bodies (Schriewer, 1986) – and not the state or 
schools – define the standards through occupations, which steer the educational part of practical 
work in firms. Occupations are the core references for firms, schools and the state. 

In the following, we focus on Switzerland. Thus, professional associations play a dominant 
role in defining and shaping occupations and VET requirements and renewing the regulations 
for learning an occupation. 

Although occupations – in times of globalization, technical changes and in the context of 
economic uncertainties, in short in the knowledge economy - are no longer stable concepts, 
nevertheless, they serve as the common reference for learning, general knowledge and acquir-
ing specific skills. Also, the different learning programs, the organisation of competences and 
the targets, which have to be fulfilled are designed by the occupationally-based educational 
amendments (Bildungsverordnungen). Due to the fact of - globally-driven - rapid change but 
also the technical, i.e. digital transformation of society and economy in Switzerland there is an 
obligation to renew every of the 230 professions in a five-year period (Bürgi & Gonon, 2021). 

Occupations reveal furthermore to be quite an important reference for all actors in the field 
regarding the reform of a national VET system as a whole. Although the concept of occupation 
is quite fluid, occupations are crucial for the further development of dual apprenticeships be-
cause they refer to work qualifications in the firm with educational standards, forwarded by 
professional organizations and state bodies. Insofar occupations are the backbone of the dual 
systems. These insights are also important for countries, which recently developed apprentice-
ships.  
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4 Theoretical Perspectives on Technological Change, Work and Occupations – Leading 
Academic Experts' Views 

Lisa Fournier, Michael Tiemann 
(Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training, Bonn, Germany) 

 
This contribution is based on the analysis of a series of interviews (see as an example 

Latour, 2018) with twelve leading academic researchers from France, the United Kingdom, 
Austria, the USA and Germany on the impact of digitalisation on the economy, work and soci-
ety as a whole. The multiple perspectives expressed in these interviews constitute a widening 
of the discourse on the relationship between work and technology that can be made productive 
for the discussion on vocational education and training and the role of occupations. 

The interviews are available online as approximately 25-minute videos and took place in 
2018 and 2019. They broaden the view beyond the common thesis of the substitution of human 
labour by digital technological solutions to various considerations regarding the actors, effects 
and opportunities resulting from technological change. 

The statements and present analyses are to be understood as theoretical markers of a 
strangely neglected field. Technical change is known to have an influence, but the mechanisms 
are seldomly explicated. They are also said to have an impact on occupations (see the economic 
substitution-idea (Frey & Osborne, 2017), but there, occupations are only seen as statistical, 
time-irrelevant concepts. Thus, the analysis of theoretical approaches should provide an insight 
into the effect of technologies on the structures of human-technology coexistence and their 
interdependencies, while it also points to very current specific conditions that are said to be 
capable of dissolving and altering even political and economic structures. This contribution to 
the symposium will be an extension to prior analysis of the interviews (Tiemann &Helmrich, 
2019) with a designated look at the relevance of the different approaches to comparative work 
on VET and the role of the concept of occupation, theoretically and statistically. 

First results indicate that a dichotomy of perspectives on the relevance of occupations pre-
vails. Starting with two concepts of technological innovations in one there is the possibility for 
occupational roles of innovators (or tinkerers), in the other innovations are not explicitly 
brought about by specialists. While these two concepts can still be combined into an overarch-
ing model for technical innovation, the dichotomy between occupations becoming less relevant 
in increasingly differentiated and specialised societies on the one hand and occupations as con-
tinuously defining individuals and their roles and places in society do seem to be less easily 
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integrateable. What we can show is that an expert’s or a field’s view on the speed and depth of 
technological developments strongly influences which view they take regarding the future of 
occupations. Incremental changes in both, technology and occupational contents seem to be 
connected to occupations prevailing. And with this we can show the importance of how (and 
if) changes (in technologies) are mediated and brought about collaboratively for occupations, 
which is not just a function of varieties in capitalism. 
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5 Occupations, Work Organisation and Occupational Practices – their Role in Com-
parative VET Research 

Philipp Grollmann 
(BIBB, Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training, Germany) 

 
This contribution is based on reflections on the further development and the application of 

the framework presented by Symposium Paper I. Specific emphasis will be laid upon the role 
of „occupation” and „occupational practice” as a „tertium comparationis” for comparative VET 
research. In an analysis of concepts of curriculum and comparative research in VET we found 
that the literature that in many cases does not refer explicitly to the notion of occupation or 
vocation. It only does so in an implicit way. Sometimes approaches refer to theory and practice, 
however, given the close connection between the knowledge and the practice itself, which is a 
genuine feature of VET, a simple theory-practice-divide is not useful (see also Dietzen, 2017, 
2020). 

Based on concepts and terms from the socio-cultural approach (Billett, 2017; Billett et al., 
2018; Harteis, 2018) we examine if ‘occupational practice’ can serve as the major reference 
system for comparative VET. Concepts from this approach, such as situated knowledge, canon-
ical occupational knowledge and vocational knowledge will be located within the framework 
for comparative VET. Situated knowledge is the knowledge that is required at certain work-
places or in specific organisations – the concept remains largely within the scope of the socio-
economic perspective. Canonical occupational knowledge is the knowledge that is generally 
accepted as the knowledge required to practice a certain occupation and spans different per-
spectives from the framework. Situated and canonical occupational knowledge - can become 
‘vocational knowledge’ by processes of learning, internalisation and identification located in 
the focus of the epistemological-pedagogical perspective. 

In the contribution the benefits and limitations of making „occupational practice” the major 
reference for comparative research in VET will be discussed based on examples from the prior 
contributions and with reference to other concepts from VET research that were analysed in 
producing the framework for comparative research mentioned in the first contribution. 
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Are we All Exceptional? Structures of Lifelong Learning in Comparative 
Perspective 

Lassnigg, Lorenz 
lassnigg@ihs.ac.at, Institute for Advanced Studies (IHS), Vienna 

Abstract 
Context: This exploration was inspired by several attempts to understand the Austrian educa-
tional structures and results in a comparative context. The concept of „exceptionalism” that 
arises in several discourses and meanings was taken up, to reflect more systematically the var-
ious structural classifications, and the many aspects of diversity visible between these classifi-
cations. The reflections show that the available classifications include only very selective ele-
ments of educational structures, and thus make it difficult to deal with the complexities of these 
structures. 
Approach: The conceptual approach starts with a tentative systematic of key elements of edu-
cational structures and an exploration of the possible variation of structures that is only consid-
ered in very selective ways in existing structural analyses. The limits of existing structural ap-
proaches appeared by trying to relate educational outcomes to expectations derived from these 
approaches. The alternative hypothesis of exceptionalism is applied to explain these anomalies. 
Findings: The conceptual analysis shows a very wide room for structural diversity, when only 
a limited number of structural elements is considered; thus, the hypothesis of exceptionalism is 
more plausible than the hypothesis of narrowly defined structures or typologies. A set of em-
pirical analyses has shown that results do not fit into the expectations formulated on basis of 
structural classifications. PIAAC competences do not comply to expectations based on welfare 
and education reform typologies. Similarly, the main expectations about advantages of Nordic 
or apprenticeship systems are not corroborated by empirical outcomes. Moreover, structural 
analyses show a high degree of structural diversity. 
Conclusion: Research should be geared rather towards „possibility” in the sense of much more 
potential structural alternatives than conventionally assumed on basis of limited elements. In 
this sense, when a wider range of structural alternatives is under consideration, research and 
policy making might find a wider range of potential solutions to structural problems. Further 
research would need much more detailed data and information about structural elements, and 
more systematic and open search for structural patterns and exceptionalism. 

Keywords: comparison, lifelong learning, education structures 

1 Question: Exceptionalism vs. structural typologies 
A look at comparative statistics gives Luxembourg an exceptional position (occasionally 

treated as a spike, not to distort estimations), so the question of exceptionalism is very plausible. 
In the literature the discourse about American Exceptionalism indicates a specific history and 
structure of education. The author was also tempted to coin the term ‘Austrian Exceptionalism’, 
because the Austrian educational structure shows very outstanding traits. Still strong influence 
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and state support of (Roman-Catholic) religious education institutions up till adult education; 
very early tracking at age ten in compulsory education and successful resistance against com-
prehensive school at secondary level; early start (age 15) and high participation in VET at upper 
secondary level; dualism of strong dual apprenticeship and full-time school in post-compulsory 
education; highly tracked upper-secondary education; long time persisting resistance to differ-
entiation at tertiary level; late and slow establishment of non-university institutions; educational 
expansion through VET rather than higher education; strong linkage of higher level VET insti-
tutions to higher education; quite well-established highly differentiated non-state adult educa-
tion; specific constellation of private schools/institutions (Lassnigg, 2016). 

The (temporary) Finnish PISA-Miracle has also plausibly tempted some authors to speak 
about exceptionalism in the Nordic region. Another line of reasoning and analysis has empha-
sized the differences and variability of at first sight similar ‘types’ of countries or systems, e.g., 
the comparison of collective skills systems, or the debates about the Nordic model, or compar-
isons of nations within the U.K. (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2011; Helms Jørgensen et al., 2015; 
Heikkinen & Lassnigg, 2015). 

The alternative to exceptionalism can be seen in types of structures. The creation of struc-
tures of course always needs a kind of balance between conceptual reduction and empirical 
representation; however, the impression is that this balance is often distorted by a strong focus 
on the conceptual reduction to the disadvantage of the empirical representations. Mathias Pilz 
(2016) has comprehensively analysed typologies of VET that have been widely neglected in a 
more systematic manner by (empirical) comparative research. An important aspect of this anal-
ysis concerns the deep and complex embeddedness of VET into broader structures of education 
and the labour market, as well as stratification and industrial relations. This issue, of how to 
give more emphasis on the side of the empirical representations, is a main question behind the 
current paper. See some previous analysis concerning the structural relationships between vo-
cational and higher education structures in Lassnigg and Vogtenhuber (2017). 

2 Conceptual considerations: types of systems vs. idiosyncratic patchwork-assemblage 
More systematic attempts by the author to find comprehensive structures of lifelong learn-

ing have failed to find some. Structures of lifelong learning are defined as structural combina-
tions of the different parts and stages of education institutions from early to adult learning, 
including general and vocational education. Education research has mostly focused on certain 
stages, so institutional segmentations are mirrored in research. Powell and Solga (2010) have 
analysed these segmentations between VET and higher education in an exemplary way. Thus, 
familiar structural categories at the different stages are commonly used (e.g., institutional vs. 
family early education; comprehensive or tracked secondary education; more vocational or 
more general post-compulsory education; different structures of higher education; institutional 
structures of adult education are less analysed so far), however, not much attempts have been 
made so far to combine these structural categories at the different stages to comprehensive pat-
terns (despite some ideas about that are quite common, and can to some extent be misleading, 
e.g., the combination of tracked secondary education and broad vocational education). Brunello 
and Checchi (2007) have argued that the effects of tracking have been analysed only in very 
selective manners at certain early stages of educational structures that do not reflect effects of 
overall structures. 

Skills formation as a comprehensive process of lifelong learning is carried by individual 
trajectories through the overall education structure, with the different parts of the structure con-
curring in certain patterns as a result of complex incremental historical processes, generated by 
various practices of the various actors – thus the overall education structures cannot be under-
stood as designed systems, but rather as idiosyncratic conglomerates of various elements, linked 
by various kinds of interfaces driven by distributed practices. Main elements are the different 
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kinds of institutions at the different stages of the overall structure, from the elementary (pre-
primary) stage to the third cycle of higher education. Each stage can take different shapes (more 
uniform, or more diverse) and the interrelations between these elements can also be shaped 
differently, with different trajectories between similar institutions as well as similar trajectories 
between differing institutions. The most variety exists in VET, and the main point of the per-
spective taken here is that VET must not be understood as a separate alternative, but as a de 
facto integral element of the overall structure of skills formation which, however, can play its 
role in quite different ways. 

Conceptually, exceptionalism might be seen as an alternative „working hypothesis“ to the 
idea of fixed overarching structures (or models) of education, that are in fact mostly only partial 
(e.g., compulsory education, secondary education, vocational education, higher education), and 
are seldom systematically related to each other (exception to some part the Blossfeld et al. 
2016). VET structures are much more diverse than other levels of education, models are mostly 
reductive and standing aside of the overall structures (e.g. collective skills systems, the „dual 
system“, the community college…), moreover, VET is also most strongly influenced by exter-
nal informal processes (firms). Structures of adult education are almost completely neglected 
as part of overall lifelong learning structures so far (the market metaphor is dominating, and 
information is mostly limited to – parts of – quantitative participation). 

Exceptionalism is also based on the assumptions that (a) education structures emerged in-
crementally from originally unrelated starting points (university, apprenticeship, mass elemen-
tary school), and (b) formal education structures cannot not work on their own, but only by 
building on the informal processes that go on anyway. Both these assumptions are suppressed 
by the competing assumption of somehow pre-existing structures (that draw attention to some 
„inner logic“ of „systems”), that also tend to wash out signs of irregularity or anomaly. Based 
on exceptionalism the research task is not so much to identify structures and causally influential 
variables, but to fully understand, how an „exceptionalist“ overarching structure (e.g., in Aus-
tria or Luxemburg) works. This is also a (forgotten?) main idea of the early times of „compar-
ative education“, when the look abroad was geared not primarily to finding structures or causal 
variables, but to getting new perspectives on the own structure. 

3 Methodology, Methods, Research Instruments and Sources Used 
Conceptually, some thought experiment can show the possible structural variety in education. 
To explore the dimensions of the potential space of the different kinds of elements can be iden-
tified that are in consequence creating the educational trajectories in specific educational struc-
tures. The following list gives a tentative inventory of main kinds of elements in overall struc-
tures of lifelong learning, that are in fact combined differently in different structures. It must be 
considered that empirical realisations of lifelong learning (opportunity) structures in (national 
or regional) space and time enact certain overall configurations of structural elements that can 
also change over time. Thus, a population at a certain point of time might have experienced 
various structural configurations in their education and lifelong learning trajectories. A further 
point is that the elements do not only establish static topological structures, but might be inter-
actively related to each other in the course of the trajectories (i.e. practices in previous config-
urations by previous generations might influence practices in later configurations) 

To illustrate the variety of potential configurations a list of elements can be provided: 
1. institutionalization of elementary education and its relationship to family and welfare 

structures 
2. begin and length of primary education 
3. linkage of primary to secondary education 
4. shape of lower secondary education (e.g., comprehensive, tracked, differentiated) 
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5. linkage of compulsory (lower secondary) to post-compulsory (upper-secondary) educa-
tion 

6. shape of post-compulsory education, begin, differentiation, general-vocational orienta-
tion 

7. shape of VET within post-compulsory / upper-post-secondary or tertiary education 
(VET typology) 

8. progression and participation in post-compulsory education, amount of (non)-participa-
tion/exit, early leavers 

9. linkage of secondary to tertiary education 
10. shape of tertiary education (institutional differentiation, participation, exit-reentry) 
11. VET structures in tertiary education 
12. opportunities of adult/further education (formal structures, second chance, participa-

tion). 
The combination of (at least) these elements and their interaction with the societal context 

constitute the formal part of skills formation of adults; opportunities for informal learning that 
substantially interact with the formal structures can also take certain patterns, which are mostly 
neglected and unknown in such kinds of structural analyses. Thus, even if all formal elements 
would be known and identified, essential elements of the complete structures of lifelong learn-
ing still would missing for full understanding. 

To carry on the thought experiment about the diversity of structures the above listed twelve 
dimensions can be categorized; if only three categories for each dimension (in fact much more 
categories might be needed empirically) are assumed, a space of 3 (starting) x3 x3 x3 x3 x3 x3 
x3 x3 x3 x3 x3=531.441 cells emerges for the potential space of variability of education or 
lifelong learning structures. In this thought experiment, each new dimension would add three 
further potential structural characteristics that must not necessarily be determined by the earlier 
ones (if only two categories for each dimension are assumed, a potential space of 4.096 cells is 
reached); this gives an idea of the potential variability of lifelong learning structures. 

Two further aspects can be considered here concerning the empirical identification of struc-
tures. First, the available comparative information about structural aspects only includes some 
part of the twelve dimensions – thus comparative information about the full structures of life-
long learning is simply not available. Second, the potential space allows for much more diver-
sity than actual realisations exist. Only about 150-200 potential realisations (in terms of nations, 
or systems in world bank data) are found globally, and around 50-100 empirical data realisa-
tions are available in OECD-PISA data; among early PIAAC participants only around 30 real-
isations are available about wider spaces of lifelong learning. These two restrictions, lack of 
information and small number of cases limits the room for analysis and testing the effects of 
structural configurations. In effect, empirical analyses based on limited information and a lim-
ited number of cases might produce „structural evidence” that is biased by these limitations and 
systematically underestimates the „real” structural diversity. The problem of limited infor-
mation can be illustrated by the evidence from early comparative research about outcomes/com-
petences (e.g., PISA), that empirical results might depend on the selection of countries involved 
in the analysis, leading to the suggestion to include always the maximum available number of 
countries; the analysis shifted from aggregate country comparisons to the analysis of individual 
data, that mostly do not include enough „systems characteristics” to make structural compari-
sons (e.g., Fuchs & Wößmann, 2004). 

What consequences might follow from the sketched thought experiment? First, some more 
in-depth questions can be derived that relate somewhat to the concepts of „Wirklichkeitssinn 
and Möglichkeitssinn” by the well-known Austrian writer Robert Musil (that is still considered 
in philosophical discourses) or the concept of „possibilism” as a method/approach ascribed to 
the scientific work of Albert O. Hirschmann (Lepenies, 2008): what does the high potential 



144 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

diversity mean for empirical analyses? do the realised vs. non-realised structures say anything 
of importance? why not think about the emergence or creation of a new non-existing combina-
tion of elements? what can be inferred from the existing realisations to the newly emerged/cre-
ated form? How far does the logic of comparisons and modelling based on existing structures 
inherently point towards convergence (transfer, make it like others) or towards reinforcing on-
going trends (league tables); an example of this narrowing down trend in comparison without 
considering the complexity of structures is the changing positioning of Germany with its „ex-
ceptional” dual apprenticeship system from a kind of „backward underdog” in times of appre-
ciated tertiary expansion towards a paradigmatic good example of competency development 
and economic and social integration in more recent times of crisis and transition. Finally, the 
question might be asked for econometric modelling, how much the results are determined by 
(deviations from) „average structures” based on existing (included) realisations which, how-
ever, paradoxically in fact do not exist in this form in reality? 

Some possibility for testing the structural vs. assemblage hypotheses can be found by look-
ing at the variability among expected similar groups of countries (systems), based on, e.g., eco-
nomic structure (income level), common history/politics/culture, varieties of capitalism groups, 
welfare models, or stylized educational structures (e.g., comprehensive reform, tertiary mas-
sification, collective skills formation types). Some examples of such analyses are illustrated by 
the following attempts by the author and colleagues. 

4 Results 

4.1 Age-specific profiles of PIAAC-competences in selected countries of different types 
of welfare and education reform 
A first attempt to explore similarities between typical national systems was made by an in-

dept study about age-specific patterns of competence levels and distributions in the adult pop-
ulation measured in the first round of PIAAC (Lassnigg & Vogtenhuber, 2014, 2016). The idea 
was, that the competences of the current population mirror the changes in education over time. 
Country cases from different types of welfare capitalism were selected that have experienced 
different trajectories of education reform during the decades in which the current population 
completed education. Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Sweden), and liberal countries 
(Canada, United Kingdom, United States) were compared to continental countries (Belgium, 
Germany, Netherlands, and Austria). Beside the different welfare types, these countries have 
experienced different „big” education reforms, comprehensive reforms during the 1960s/70s in 
Nordic countries, neoliberal deregulation and privatization reforms during 1980s/90s in liberal 
countries, and grossly institutional stability of tracked structures in continental countries. 

The question was whether the three groups of countries would show characteristic profiles 
of competence levels and competence distribution/inequality in literacy and numeracy accord-
ing to their welfare and reform types. The empirical results do not show typical patterns, rather 
they point to indications of „exceptional” cases within groups. Finland as the only country with 
a consequent comprehensive long term reform process shows the best scores at both dimen-
sions, high scores and low inequality (different from other Nordic countries); the US and UK 
as protagonists of neoliberal policies show the worst results, low scores and high inequality 
(with the US also showing some decline of inequality). The continental group also shows di-
verse patterns, with the Netherlands scoring better or equal to the Nordic countries, and the 
most sharply tracked system of Austria – against expectations – scoring low at inequality with 
a better-than-expected math level (the unexpected Austrian results are corroborated by other 
analyses focusing on inequality patterns). 
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4.2 Comparisons of Nordic to apprenticeship countries by youth unemployment, back-
ground effects on PISA scores, and PIAAC scores/inequality 
Another attempt to identify structural patterns compares Nordic to apprenticeship and con-

tinental countries by commonly held expectations about advantages of the respective structures, 
namely, to reduce youth unemployment in apprenticeship countries, and to reduce parents’ 
background effects on achievement in Nordic countries (this background effect is particularly 
expected to be high in tracked systems). Two data bases are used for this comparison, for the 
comparison of youth unemployment a table in the OECD-Education-at-a-Glance-EAG-indica-
tors that combines the categories of education, employment, unemployment and out-of-labour-
force, allowing for combinations of these categories (and identifying the neither-in-education-
nor-employment-NEETs group). In contrast to commonly used categories, this data show not 
only the clearly distinct categories of young people in education, employment or unemploy-
ment, but also the combinations of education and employment (that extends the formal appren-
ticeship by other forms of combining education and work, e.g., variants of part-time work), and 
of combining education and unemployment (meaning that young people in education are seek-
ing employment, maybe beside education). The table at the time of analysis made a distinction 
of the 15-19-years (teens) and the 20-24-years age group, that gives an indication about the 
dynamic among young people (more currently, this table in the EAG-indicators has omitted the 
quite informative age distinction). For the comparison of the background effect on achievement 
an average of all PISA-waves was calculated that shows the combined PISA-score of all do-
mains by two categories of parental background (low educated: ISCED2 and high educated: 
ISCED5/6). 

Stylised comparisons have been calculated for groups of Nordic (Denmark, Finland, Nor-
way, Sweden) and continental countries (Belgium, Germany, Netherlands, Austria, completed 
by Switzerland); the United Kingdom is included as liberal contrasting case, and apprenticeship 
countries (Germany, Austria, Switzerland) are considered also as a separate group (Lassnigg, 
2020). Overall, the comparison shows considerable diversity within the country groups, and 
much less than expected country group differences at all dimensions. Some highlighted empir-
ical results are: 

• On the side of education, the combination of education and employment makes sub-
stantial proportions in addition to formal apprenticeship among young people, partic-
ularly in the teens-age group (in the Netherlands and Denmark this combination is 
particularly high); if this combination is considered the relation of young people to 
employment does not differ so much between the country groups. 

• On the side of unemployment, a difference between the country groups is made mainly 
by the combined category of education and unemployment, this combination is higher 
in Nordic countries; however, youth unemployment in its „pure” form (without com-
bination) is quite similar in the three country groups. 

• Concerning the relation of parental education to PISA-scores the continental countries 
show quite similar results (Netherlands deviating a bit positively, Austria negatively, 
both a little „exceptional”), among Nordic countries a marked difference exists be-
tween markedly favourable results of Finland („exceptional”) vs. average results of 
other countries. The overly rough indicators point to slightly above average results in 
continental countries for both groups of parental education, and slightly contrasting 
results in Nordic and apprenticeship countries: in Nordic countries low educated back-
ground is related to slightly above average results and high educated background only 
to average results; in apprenticeship countries the pattern is reverse, with above aver-
age results with high educated background and average results with low educated 
background. In effect, inequality between the two background groups measured by 
these rough aggregate measures is average in continental countries, slightly below 
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average in Nordic countries (at the expense of the high educated background), and 
very slightly above average in apprenticeship countries (with „exceptionally” high in-
equality in Austria). 

In sum, the expectations about the country-system types are partly fulfilled with inequality 
(the tracked continental systems do not show negative but average results), but not fulfilled 
with youth unemployment. Moreover, the average differences are small, and marked differ-
ences within groups exist. Remarkable characteristics can be found with these indicators in half 
of the selected countries: Finland and Netherlands show good results with low educated back-
ground and low inequality; the Netherlands and Denmark show an „exceptional” high propor-
tion of young people in the combination of education and employment; in Sweden is unem-
ployment combined with education and in Belgium „pure” unemployment higher than in other 
countries, and in Austria the PISA results with low education background are „exceptionally” 
below average leading to „exceptionally high inequality. 

4.3 Some observations about wider educational structures: (secondary) VET and ter-
tiary education, dynamic by generations. 
The comparative empirical identification of education structures is difficult because of lack 

of information about main elements. Sources are OECD-indicators about current participation 
in some educational sectors that gives some „flow”-information about how the „stock” of the 
population is complemented and renewed – this current participation does not give information 
about the educational structure of the „stock” of the population. The latter can be derived in 
comparative ways from the PIAAC data. In addition, PISA gives some information about track-
ing within institutional sectors. Combining these sources allows to gain some indications about 
parts of overall education structures; adult education is still not included in this information. 
Comparison of age groups within the PIAAC population gives some indication about the dy-
namic of structures. 

The three groups of countries show much overlap and some characteristic patterns: conti-
nental countries low tertiary education and high secondary VET; Nordic countries medium ter-
tiary education and low to medium secondary VET; liberal countries high tertiary education 
and low to medium secondary education and low VET. Tracking is difficult to identify, with 
two different forms, institutional tracking and „hidden” tracking by different kinds of groupings 
by achievement. Liberal and Nordic countries show low degrees of institutional tracking, but 
high or medium levels of hidden tracking (visible in PISA data). 

Movements between older and younger generations show a reduction of low educated and 
shifts towards secondary and tertiary education; strong VET countries move towards tertiary 
education, some combined with stable secondary education, others with reduction of secondary 
education; weaker VET countries move towards tertiary education and show less secondary 
education, but not necessarily less VET. 

A closer inspection of structural patterns gives results that do not match systemic expecta-
tions: 

• VET does not reduce low education 
• an increase of tertiary education does not reduce VET 
• the degree of tracking is related to VET in complicated manner, early tracking is un-

related to VET, „hidden tracking“ is slightly negative related to VET, but slightly pos-
itive to tertiary education 

Taking the indications together, two complex patterns arise that point to a two-dimensional 
classification: (1) tracking and the proportion of VET: a high proportion of VET is related to 
early tracking, and early tracking is also related to low-medium VET; (2) tracking and expan-
sion of tertiary education: medium tracking is related to expansive tertiary as well as to moder-
ate tertiary development. In sum very mixed groups of countries show similar structural 
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development that is unrelated to PIAAC competences and might reinforce the hypothesis of 
exceptionalism. 

5 Conclusions 
Politics and policy hangs in several ways between these structural issues; it always has to 

deal with a specific structure within the overall contingency space, de facto without knowing 
where in this space the actual empirical realization is really situated; in addition, practical issues 
are relevant, e.g., how much can a policy be expected to work in a systemic way/path, or is it 
unsystematically distributed somewhere between the different elements? (An example for such 
problems might be the current preoccupation with „higher VET” or with „hybridity”). Is it pos-
sible to sufficiently identify favourable/unfavourable structural aspects? How much is the over-
all dynamic produced by elements beyond the reach of policy and politics? Etc. 

If this account is true, it might have quite strong consequences for comparative statistical 
analyses because they (implicitly) tend to compare individual countries to some kind of average 
structures. If such an average structure does not exist anywhere, however, what do the coeffi-
cients tell us? For comparative analysis this kind of argument might accentuate again the con-
trasting perspectives of its purpose (which seem a bit forgotten with the big wave of compara-
tive modelling), whether it can lead to generalized conclusions or advice of how to develop a 
national policy in line with some trends or findings about structures, or whether it can rather 
bring new perspectives from outside to the own idiosyncratic structure. 

The conceptualization and explorative analysis lead to a set of tentative conclusions/prop-
ositions: 
1. The combination of structural parts/elements to a comprehensive structure gives many de-
grees of freedom for realisations in a wide potential array of patterns, unless certain constrain-
ing successive patterns would exist from one educational stage to another (the discourse about 
structures often assumes such patterns for simplification, e.g., early selection/tracking, voca-
tional participation, tertiary participation). Distributed governance structures for different edu-
cational sectors, as well as rising inclusion/participation in education increase the potential ar-
ray for diverse structures; thus, how the overall complex structure of lifelong learning evolves 
is an empirical question, including structural elements and their distribution enacted through 
participation patterns. 
2. The observation of education structures depends on their change/stability over time; the 
stock-of-population structure at a certain point can be easily observed, if there is no or only 
small change over time; otherwise the current stock-population-structure will be a patchwork 
of different successive time dependent observations by generations (cohorts) that have moved 
through the structure in certain dynamics; thus the overall formation of competences in a pop-
ulation stock at a certain point in time might be the product of different (past) structures, which 
are difficult/impossible to entangle ex-post; in comparative education elaborate empirical in-
formation across a wider array of countries is rather recent, thus different (past) structures that 
have produced the current stock are difficult (or impossible) to identify empirically. 
3. The systematic comparative analysis of effects of structures/elements is related to the sys-
temic vs. patchwork duality, as description/modelling by quantitative data involves the com-
parison of the country-observations to an artificial „average structure” implicit in the calculat-
ing model – if many real patterns (implicitly) included in the calculation differ from this artifi-
cial average structure, the results might be artificial (concerns parametric and non-parametric 
approaches). The necessity and propensity of conceptual simplification towards „models” 
might reinforce such artificial structures that do not exist. In the choice between exceptionalism 
and structural typologies some basic questions arise: if in reality distinct idiosyncratic patterns 
exist behind a superficial „average structure”, which methods of identification and comparison 
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would apply? How can an assemblage-patchwork structure vs. a systemic (‘parametric’) struc-
ture be identified methodically? 
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Abstract 
Context: This provides background to a project investigating the social role of vocational col-
leges in several jurisdictions. 
Approach: The paper reports findings from the literature, 11 seminars in a series on the social 
role of colleges, and abstracts submitted for the double symposium. 
Findings: The role colleges play is not as well understood or theorised as is the role of univer-
sities and schools, and this matters because colleges are vital for the well-being of their local 
communities. They support their regions and communities in many ways that are not prominent 
beyond immediate participants who have first-hand experiences of the roles colleges play. 
There is considerable diversity in colleges’ social roles, but they have included equity, service 
learning, education extension services, work extensions services, cultural enrichment, commu-
nity development or engagement, and local and regional development. 
Conclusion: All post-secondary organisations including colleges share educational, occupa-
tional, and social roles, although these roles may have different emphases in different organi-
sations and in different programs of different orientations and levels. Clearly much more work 
is needed to develop a shared understanding of colleges and their social role, which we propose 
be explored in five key research questions. 

Keywords: vocational colleges, social role, regional role, international comparisons 

1 Overview 
This double symposium explores the important role that vocational colleges and similar types 
of institutions play in supporting social, educational, cultural and economic development in 
their local communities and regions. However, the ways in which they do so differ in different 
countries and this symposium includes diverse contributions from very different systems. 

The domain of this symposium is the second vocationally oriented tier of post school edu-
cation. This tier may offer other programs, but its key mission includes offering short-cycle 
tertiary education of about two years’ duration with a vocational / professional orientation, clas-
sified in the International Standard Classification of Education ISCED 2011 as category 55 
short-cycle tertiary vocational education (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012, pp. 48-50). 

The symposium comprised six presentations: 
Leesa Wheelahan and Gavin Moodie: What do colleges do and why do they matter? Thinking 

about the role of colleges as local actors and comparing Australia and Canada; 
Gareth Parry: On the roles and relations of further education colleges in England; 
Maarit Virolainen: The Finnish UAS: Towards enhancing regional and national collaboration. 
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Pauline David: Vocational routes in France: The difficult articulation between pre-bac and post-
bac; 

Silvia Annen: Academization, hybrid qualifications and skills shortage – competition and com-
plementarity between vocational and higher education in Germany; and 

Stephanie Matseleng Allais: When bureaucracy combines with quasi-privatization: The com-
plexity of institutional forms of vocational colleges in South Africa.  

2 The institutionalisation of universities 
Streeck and Thelen (2005, p. 9) elaborate institutions as sociological constructs: collectively 
enforced expectations of the behaviour of specified categories of actors or the performance of 
certain activities. These are distinguished from organisations, such as corporations. But organ-
isations may become institutionalised: 

We suggest that organizations come to be regarded as institutions to the extent 
that their existence and operation become in a specific way publicly guaran-
teed and privileged, by becoming backed up by societal norms and the en-
forcement capacities related to them (Streeck & Thelen, 2005, p. 12). 

Universities as physical organisations embody the concept or the idea of the university as 
a sociological institution. The modern institutionalisation of the university has been shaped 
prominently in different forms by Newman (1852/2008), von Humboldt (1809/1970), Flexner 
(1930/1968) and Kerr (1963). The sociological institution of the university accords substantial 
historical and global meaning and standing to ‘categories such as student, professor, university, 
or graduate, or of topics such as physics or literature’ (Meyer et al., 2007, p. 187). This is despite 
universities’ organisational characteristics being ‘quite variable across national boundaries, and 
sometimes across strata or category within national states’ (Meyer et al., 2007, p. 195). 

Universities’ service role has also been described as their civic role (Talloires Network of 
Engaged Universities, 2005) and also as their third mission. Compagnucci and Spigarelli (2020, 
pp. 5-6) argue that ‘the service(s) provided by the university to society, above and beyond 
teaching and research’ are the third mission of the university which ‘seek(s) to contribute to the 
social, cultural and economic development of communities’. Barker (2004, pp. 128-132) builds 
on Boyer’s (1990, 1996) scholarship of engagement to argue that the scholarship of engagement 
is open to the public, participatory, builds community partnerships, creates public information 
networks, and develops civic literacy. 

Following the USA universities’ presidents' declaration on the civic responsibility of 
higher education (Campus Compact, 2009) the Carnegie Foundation developed an elective 
community engagement classification of higher education organisations (Saltmarsh & Johnson, 
2018, p. 2; 2020, p. 105). The Carnegie Foundation elaborates community engagement thus: 

Community engagement describes collaboration between institutions of 
higher education and their larger communities (local, regional/state, national, 
global) for the mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and resources in a 
context of partnership and reciprocity. The purpose of community engage-
ment is the partnership of college and university knowledge and resources 
with those of the public and private sectors to enrich scholarship, research, 
and creative activity; enhance curriculum, teaching, and learning; prepare ed-
ucated, engaged citizens; strengthen democratic values and civic responsibil-
ity; address critical societal issues; and contribute to the public good. (Amer-
ican Council on Education, 2023a) 

The elective classification has been applied by 9 Irish organisations, 16 Canadian organisations 
including 1 community college, and 9 Australian universities (American Council on Education. 
(2023b). Of the 357 organisations which have gained the Carnegie community engagement 
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classification 15 have ‘community college’ in their name (Carnegie Foundation for the Ad-
vancement of Teaching, 2020). 

Australian governments have sought to apply the concept of community service obliga-
tions to public institutes of technical and further education (House of Representatives Stand-
ing Committee on Education and Employment, 2014), but this has been criticised as being too 
narrow a conception of colleges’ public value (Zoellner, 2019). 

In contrast, colleges are ‘categorically demarcated’ from universities and located closer to 
production to prepare graduates for specific work roles (Meyer et al., 2007, pp. 207, 209). Un-
like universities, colleges are ‘mainly local organizations justified by specific economic and 
political functions or shaped by particular historical legacies or power struggles’ (Meyer et al., 
2007, p.210). There is no idea of the college as a sociological institution commonly understood 
over time and place. 

Neither is there a shared understanding of the roles of colleges. Bailey (2002, p. 70) com-
plained that English further education colleges developed in the 20th century without ‘a clear 
purpose, focus or status’ and Meier (2013, p. 3) observed that ‘There is a history of ambiguity, 
even confusion, regarding the mission and purposes of the colleges’ of the USA. 

Levin (2000, p. 1) analysed discussion of the mission of USA community colleges into 
three tracks: curricular focus in three domains of academic, vocational, and remedial; individ-
ual and community development, individuals’ social and economic mobility, and social strati-
fication and social reproduction; and educational and training roles as a pipeline to baccalau-
reates, preparation for jobs, ‘and as a place for potential success and failure in society’. To 
these Levin added the economic role of community colleges. 

Some argue that colleges’ roles should be residual, to ‘undertake(s) everything not being 
taken care of elsewhere’ (Meier, 2013, p. 15). In the UK ‘the further education sector may be 
described as the „ragbag” into which are deposited courses not provided elsewhere’ (Times 
Higher Education Supplement, 1973, p. 1), and Parkes (1991, p. 42) described the UK’s fur-
ther education sector as filling the gaps not filled by alternative sectors. Dennison and Gal-
lagher (1986, p. 142) suggested that the term ‘college’ had become so imprecise in North 
America as to be almost meaningless. 

Some argue that colleges have adopted too many missions in an attempt to ‘be all things to 
all people’ (Bailey & Averianova, 1998, p. 1), diverting resources from their preferred college 
mission (Desai, 2012, p. 112). This might be termed the Corinthians critique: ‘To the weak 
became I as weak, that I might gain the weak: I am made all things to all people, that I might 
by all means save some’ (Bible, King James version, 1 Corinthians 9:22). 

Sometimes colleges seem to have multiple missions because what are presented as separate 
purposes (Grubb, 2003, p 11) or roles (Meier, 2013, p. 4) are better understood as different 
activities or programs contributing to the same broad purpose. 

Meier (2013, p. 5) notes that ‘Some observers perceive frenetic activity and weak traditions 
as symptoms of an inadequately realized „institutionalization project” (DiMaggio, 1988)’. This 
paper seeks to strengthen colleges’ institutionalisation by building on the roles of further edu-
cation developed over several iterations by our former colleague and friend the late Jim Gal-
lacher (Gallacher, 2011; Gallacher et al., 2012; Gallacher & Reeve, 2019). 

We propose that all post-secondary organisations including colleges share three roles, alt-
hough these roles may have different emphases in different organisations and in different pro-
grams of different orientations and levels: 

• Educational, to develop graduates’ and society’s understanding of theoretical, abstract 
knowledge; 

• Occupational, to develop graduates’ individual and work groups’ collective productive 
capacity; and 
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• Social, to advance society, and social justice and inclusion (Moodie & Wheelahan, 
2023, pp. 53, 67). 

While the social role is well established for universities it is less well established for colleges. 
Indeed, Bailey and Averianova (1998, p. 16) note that: 

Cohen and Brawer (1975) stated that the community college is not a house 
for independently functioning agents of community uplift but a school. „The 
colleges would do better to accept the idea of no growth and use the time to 
improve what they have. The repeated calls for a 'new mission' are a debili-
tating diversion“ (p. 164). 

Since we were interested in developing an international understanding of the social role of col-
leges, we invited colleagues from 12 countries to reflect on the social role of colleges in their 
country. We gave colleagues a prompt of 240 words and invited them to present on the social 
role of colleges, leaving them to interpret ‘colleges’ and ‘social role’ as they considered most 
informative and relevant for their country. 

As Grubb (2003, pp. 1, 5) observed, colleges are ‘are enormously varied, both within coun-
tries and among countries’. Some colleges have multiple purposes while others are specialised, 
and some are closely integrated with universities while others are sharply demarcated from 
them. Some colleges concentrate on upper level programs such as bachelors and masters, some 
concentrate on mid level programs such as associate degrees and diplomas, while others con-
centrate on certificates and other lower level programs (Grubb, 2003, p. 7). 

We note some of these differences in the following, as they shape colleges’ social role. 
However, these organizational differences do not qualify our project to institutionalise the col-
lege, for as Meyer, Ramirez, Frank and Schofer (2007, p. 195) observe, the university is 
strongly institutionalised despite universities’ organisational characteristics being ‘quite varia-
ble’. 

3 Sectors 
Contributors identified as ‘colleges’ in their country very different types of organisations. 

The ‘colleges’ described in Finland, Germany and Switzerland were similar to academic uni-
versities in offering mostly upper level bachelors’ and masters’ degrees. Other countries’ ‘col-
leges’ had multiple purposes and levels. There was also a third group of ‘colleges’ with a strong 
vocational/professional orientation, many of which have deep historical traditions of vocational 
provision. 

Ireland highlights these differences by describing two types of ‘colleges’. Further educa-
tion and training colleges have antecedents to the late 19th century, but they offer only lower 
level certificates. Irish ‘colleges’ also may include technological universities which offer 
mostly upper level qualifications similar to Finish, German and Swiss colleges. But if both 
Ireland’s technological universities and its further education and training colleges are included 
in the analysis, might Finland, Germany and Switzerland also have lower level colleges that are 
of a similar level to Ireland’s further education and training colleges? 

For example, Germany’s tertiary education does not include the very important contribu-
tion of apprenticeships to the formation of skills because they are not considered ‘tertiary’. So, 
for example, Germany and similar countries do not consider vocational schools – Berufsschulen 
– in its discussion of vocational colleges. Neither does Germany seem to have organisations 
devoted to offering short cycle tertiary education. 
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4 ‘Social role’ 
There are many understandings of ‘social role’ discussed by contributors and in the litera-

ture, some of which are enumerated below. These are offered as examples of colleges’ social 
roles rather than distinct types, since there is considerable overlap between them. 

4.1 Equity 
Perhaps the most widely adopted social role of colleges and education generally is to pro-

mote equity, both for individuals and for groups, both on campus and in the community. This 
was described explicitly by Bragg (2022), Parry (2022) and Wheelahan (2022) and implied by 
others. Often it is advanced as a responsibility of colleges not identified separately as a social 
role but incorporated within colleges’ core education and occupational development. 

4.2 Service learning 
Closely related is service-learning or community-engaged learning in which students un-

dertake community projects as part of their educational program. It is prominent in the USA 
where it is defined as ‘a form of experiential education in which students engage in activities 
that address human and community needs together with structured opportunities for reflection 
designed to achieve desired learning outcomes’ (Jacoby, 1996, 2014, cited by Montana State 
University Center for Faculty Excellence, no date). 

4.3 Education extension services 
What might be called education extensions services includes extra-curricular activities on 

campus for students, and adult and community education offered on campus and in the com-
munity. Libraries contribute strongly to education extensions services. Also important though 
perhaps underdeveloped are organisations’ digital repositories of their publications which are 
open to the public. 

4.4 Work extensions services 
By extension, work extension services include helping students or members of the com-

munity improve their work or likelihood of gaining rewarding work. An interesting potential 
contribution of colleges to developing their communities’ capacity for rewarding work is to 
foster skills ecosystems which improve links between the development of the workforce and 
the development of the individual and collective capacities of organisations and businesses 
(Buchanan, 2006). 

4.5 Cultural enrichment 
Colleges enrich and develop the culture of their students and general community with ex-

hibitions and performances on campus and in the community. 

4.6 Community development or engagement 
Colleges have long developed communities’ capacity to achieve common goals both in 

formal programs and by contributing directly to their communities. Farnell et al. (2020, p. 6) 
understand community engagement very broadly and to be specific to context: ‘context-spe-
cific: engagement activities depend significantly on the type of institution’. This has been un-
derstood very broadly and attracted renewed scholarly interest as developing ‘Social capital – 
broadly, social networks, the reciprocities that arise from them, and the value of these for 
achieving mutual goals’ (Schuller et al., 2000, p. 1). 
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4.7 Local and regional development 
Post secondary education institutions also often have roles in local and regional develop-

ment, which is commonly understood economically though of course it is much broader. Col-
leges in increasingly undertake applied research, by working with local employers to improve 
products and processes, or social partners to incorporate new knowledge into work-place prac-
tices (Colleges & Institutes Canada, 2023). 

5 Conclusion 
This paper has given the background to the project seeking to examine and develop colleges’ 
social role. We argued that all post-secondary organisations including colleges share educa-
tional, occupational, and social roles, although these roles may have different emphases in dif-
ferent organisations and in different programs of different orientations and levels. 

Clearly much more work is needed to develop a shared understanding of colleges and their 
social role. We propose these key research questions: 

1 What should college qualifications look like? 
2 What can colleges do that universities and schools can’t do? 
3 What roles do colleges play in supporting local and regional economic, social and cul-

tural development? 
4 How will the work of occupations served by colleges change in 5, 10 and 15 years  

time? How should qualifications change? 
5 How can we support college teachers as ‘dual-professionals’ – industry experts and 

expert teachers? (Wheelahan, 2022) 
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Abstract 
Context: This contribution is part of the Orienta-2O project, developed in Spain specifically in 
the Andalusia region, and aims to bring the reader closer to a range of successful tools used in 
professional guidance processes with young people at risk (sociocultural vulnerable). This set 
of tools have led to the creation of the OCEAN Program.  
Approach: The design of these tools has been inspired by aspects of the PAR and Qualitative 
Career Assessment approaches. The tools incorporated address the principle of investigating/in-
tervening „with“ and not „about“, and seek to further develop equity, social justice, individual 
and collective activism, and sustainability. The OCEAN Program offers person-centred tools 
that adjust to the competencies and abilities of the individual (artistic, musical, corporal, etc.), 
generating added value to the career guidance process.  
Findings: The OCEAN Program achieves in the participants a better mental and emotional 
well-being, as well as the development of a more critical and community way of thinking. In 
addition, there is an empowerment of the person, which translates into a greater will to improve 
as well as a greater capacity for adaptability.  
Conclusion: This proposal for guidance intervention is considered open and flexible, allowing 
the different guidance agents to select and adapt those actions that best respond to the type of 
competencies to be developed, according to the needs of the target group or person. In short, 
the authors of this program consider that it could be applied in any context, subject to minor 
adjustments.  

Keywords: participatory action research, qualitative career assessment, second chance schools, 
Ocean Program, youth at risk. 

1 Introduction 
With this contribution, we intend to offer a set of validated career education and guidance ac-
tions that will facilitate the development of skills for the development of sustainable careers. 
That is, for the construction of vital and professional projects (career projects) that allow per-
sonal growth and community development in a context of sustainability. This implies the adop-
tion of a critical and transformative framework, with the consequent development of the 
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commitment to social justice. These actions respond to some of the challenges posed in the 
project entitled Career Guidance in Andalusia: Situation and proposals for action in Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) (Romero-Rodríguez et al., 2020), promoted by the Ministry of 
Sports Education of the Junta de Andalucía and coordinated by the Bankia Foundation for Dual 
Training (currently Caixa-Dualiza). On the other hand, and as a result of the collaborative work 
carried out in the aforementioned project, we start from a concrete demand from two third sector 
entities responsible for Second Chance Schools (E2O) in Andalusia–Arrabal AID Association 
and Don Bosco Foundation- and the manifest interest of the Ministry of Educational Develop-
ment and Vocational Education and Training of the Junta de Andalucía (The government of 
Andalusia), in order to be able to design integrated career guidance plans aimed at young people 
in situations of early school leaving (AET for its Spanish acronym) and/or in difficulties of 
access to employment due to their situation of social vulnerability. This new project (Orienta-
2O) has been funded with FEDER funds by the government of Andalusia, Spain (Project PAIDI 
2020_01131). The research will continue as a part of the Project TEMPO (PID2020-115711RB-
I00 / AEI / 10.13039/501100011033) funded by the Spanish government (MCIN/AEI). 

The proposed actions acquire an approach to guidance as a process of learning skills for 
the management of sustainable careers, considering that these are lifelong learning processes. 
Therefore, the framework for selecting the competences (knowledge, skills and attitudes) to be 
developed has been the European Council Recommendation of 22 May 2018 on key compe-
tences for lifelong learning1. Specifically, the Scaffold tool (Deck for the design of competency-
based programs, in its pilot version (Joint Research Center-JRC and European Training Foun-
dation- ETF, 2023) has been taken as a reference. It should be noted that the actions presented 
here are part of a broader program called OCEAN Program: Guidance for the Development of 
Sustainable Careers (Romero-Rodríguez et al., 2023a). 

We consider that the proposed actions are flexible enough to be adapted to different con-
texts and profiles so that the different guidance agents will be able to select and/or adapt those 
actions that best respond to the type of competences to be developed, depending on the needs 
of the possible recipients. These actions pursue the development of personal and social skills 
and career management, ergo, it pursues the acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes that 
favour the construction of young people’s career trajectories (career projects). In addition, it 
seeks to promote a critical, constructive and proactive look in relation to the systems that influ-
ence the construction of the life and professional trajectories of young people. All this, with the 
purpose of promoting individual and collective action (agency), as true actors of their own lives 
and protagonists of community development. It is, thus, to contribute to the promotion of the 
development of sustainable careers in a framework of critical consciousness and a sense of life 
as both individual and as part of the community (Romero-Rodríguez et al., 2023b). These tools 
also claim an inclusive character, rejecting the exclusive use of verbal and code that occupies 
an almost hegemonic value in Western society of medium sociocultural level. In this sense, 
other forms of expression are incorporated that involve the use of one's body and abilities (e.g., 
music, painting, sports, etc.). 

1.1 „A DAY IN MY LIFE” 
 

Purpose 
Know the routine and habits that young people have in their day to day. This tool/action 

is inspired by the art-based methodology and collaborative ethnography. This action will pro-
vide us with knowledge about the direction that the life of the participants takes in the 

 
 

1  EU Recommendation (2018/C 189/01) 
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realization of their daily work. Mapping in detail, and from their own voices, the day to day 
of the participants is vital to understand „their world“ from an empathic listening and above 
all of a generative nature. The development of this action will provide us with a more accurate 
vision of their realities, their needs and interests, which will also allow a more adequate ad-
justment of our intervention/research model in each of the schools in general, and for each of 
the participants, in particular. Accordance with the principle of investigating „with“ and not 
„about“, and from the ethical sense of sustainable research, the technique „A Day in the life“ 
will allow us to develop a greater critical awareness on the part of the participants regarding 
the way and desire to transform or maintain that habitual day. We will walk towards the 
development of „A Day in my ideal life“ accompanying them in the realization of their action 
plan. The young person's production will be interpreted through a process of joint or individ-
ual co-analysis according to the participant's availability to share in the context of the group 
or if it requires more private/individualized attention. If the typical day of the participant is 
complex (complexity understood as entanglement or lattice of multiple intra-actions), it can 
be divided into different time frames and these frames can be observed and described in more 
detail during the co-analysis session to obtain a more focused understanding of the day. 

  
Transcription: 

Hello, my name is Deneb, and I am from Morocco. I am 22 years old, and I have been in Spain for a year and 
a half. Here's a day in my life: 
In the morning, I get up at 6 thirty and the first thing I do is pray. Then I make a sandwich, tidy up my whole 
room. Anyway, I leave the house to wait for the bus. I come to the Don Bosco Foundation to study Spanish, I 
also go to pre-work school where we also practice carpentry work, cut wood, create furniture. 
 
In the afternoon, I cook to eat and pray again after sleeping for a while. When I get up, I go to Spanish class 
next to my house for two hours. 
In the evening, I first pray then prepare dinner. I like to cook all kinds of cuisine, such as Italian, Spanish, and 
Moroccan. After dinner I go to sleep. And always, I miss my family and I feel sad. 

 
 

Competences 
Personal, Social, and learning to Learn Competences (LifeComp) 

• Managing learning 
• Wellbeing 
• Growth mind-set 
• Critical thinking 
• Communication 
• Collaboration 
• Empathy 

Sustainability Competence Framework (GreenComp) 
• Systems thinking 
• Critical thinking 
• Exploratory thinking 

Digital Competence Framework for Citizens (Digcomp) 
• Development digital content 
• Creatively using digital technologies 
• Sharing through digital technologies 

 
Description of the activity 

The objective of this action is to approach the day to day of the participants, as well as 
to know their spaces of interaction and map of references. This action also allows us to 
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discover their most routine and typical habits, as well as the awareness on the part of the 
participant of those actions that he develops more unconsciously (not being satisfied with his 
development). The creation of the „mapping or cartography“ of a day in their lives allows 
us to co-analyse with the participants the level of balance between their habits and from the 
different levels (e.g., personal, social, professional, educational), the contribution / report of 
those actions that make up their day to day, as well as the identification of feelings and emo-
tions associated with the different actions. This action seeks to make participants aware of 
the actions they perform, the level of satisfaction with them, as well as accompany them in 
the initial design of a „life plan“ improved according to the dissatisfactions identified by 
them. This action plan takes shape through the letter „A Day in my ideal life“ and will be 
followed up throughout the temporality of the research project. 

This action consists of four steps: 
 

Step 1: Elaboration of the letter „A Day in my life“ 
In this letter they will describe all the actions they perform from the time they open their 

eyes and get out of bed (or wake up, or are still in bed), to the moment they go to sleep or 
stop being aware of being awake. The participants must tell every detail, incorporating in that 
story the description of the spaces, the people who accompany them, the conversations they 
address, how they feel, what thoughts haunt their heads, what discomforts coexist with them, 
among other aspects. This phase will necessarily take place at home, prior to the development 
of the action. The participants must be informed in a session prior to the development of the 
action about the different phases in its creation. 

 
Step 2. Composition of the multimodal production „A Day of my life“. (60 minutes: 30 
to make the production and 30 to present it) 

The story constructed through the letter must take a different form from that mediated 
by the written verbal code, which means that this story will be transformed into a multimodal 
production that will incorporate visual and / or audiovisual modes. The constructed artifact 
can be abstract, it does not have to represent each of the habits narrated in the letter, we give 
them total freedom to create and think with their hands and their own body. Some examples 
of these productions could be: construction of a sculpture with one's own body, a Tik-Tok, a 
montage of a video with photos, a collage, the creation of a verse of a song, etc. This produc-
tion will be shared with colleagues (only if they are available for it). This phase will take 
place in the classroom. 

 
Step 3. Re-writing of the story, towards „A Day of my ideal life“ (15-20 minutes) 

The letter „A Day in My Life“ will be edited. The technicians and / or counsellors will 
take printed all the letters (which previously had to upload the students to a cloud on the 
Internet) and with a red marker they will cross out what they would like to change. And then 
they will rewrite that letter eliminating what they do not like or do not find desirable, even if 
they are part of their current life, and incorporate the elements that would generate greater 
satisfaction with their life. This production will be shared with colleagues (only if they are 
available for it). 

 
Step 4. Composition of the multimodal production „A Day of my ideal life“ (60 minutes: 
30 to make the production and 30 to present it). 

The story constructed through re-writing must take a different form from that mediated 
by the written verbal code, meaning that this story will be transformed into a multimodal 
production that will incorporate visual and audiovisual modes. The constructed artifact can 
Being abstract, does not have to represent each of the habits narrated in the letter, we give 
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them total freedom to create and think with their hands and their own body. Some examples 
of these productions could be: construction of a sculpture with one's own body, a Tik-Tok, a 
montage of a video with photos, a collage, the creation of a verse of a song, etc. This phase 
will take place in the classroom. 

 
Duration: 140 minutes (can be divided into two sessions) + 60 minutes (approx.) of inde-
pendent work (Phase 1). 
 
Resources: Technological devices with connection to the Internet (mobile, computer, tablet), 
Kraft paper, glue, colored markers, scissors, recycled material, etc. 
 

 

1.2 WHAT’S EATING YOUR JAR? 
 

Purpose 
To deepen the knowledge, we have of the people who makes up the group-class. The 

action will allow us to get to know the group and the people who are part of it and initiate a 
reflection on what „concerns“, „occupies“ and „worries“ them, what is „eats their jar“, 
meaning what is bothering them in relation to their immediate future and in the medium-long 
term. To respond to this last purpose, we will work with the creation of „jars“ 2 of what „wor-
ries me“. This action will allow us (as well as themselves) to connect with their main concerns 
in relation to their future and, above all, so that they become aware that the project is THEIR 
project, and we are going to co-build it based on what is important for them, with critical 
awareness. It will also allow us to show the dynamics of work that we will follow. The idea 
is that they feel „touched“ and „touched“, which at the same time should „touch“ us and 
intertwine with what happens. 

	
	

Competences 
Skills that are not specifically related to a particular area of knowledge and that can be 
development in a wide variety of situations (Transversal Competences) 

• Critical thinking 
• Creativity 
• Analytical skills 

Personal, Social, and learning to Learn Competences (LifeComp) 

 
 

2  Inspired by Renold, Edwards and Huuki (2020). „Jar“ in English means „jar“ as a noun and „shake“ as a 
verb. They make the play on words in their proposal of action that they call: „What jars you?“. We can play 
with „eating the jar“ (thinking about something that worries you).	
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• Critical thinking 
• Communication 

Sustainability Competence Framework (GreenComp) 
• Systems thinking 
• Critical thinking 
• Exploratory thinking 

 
Description of the activity 

Step 1. Preparing the jars: „What worries me?“ (In relation to my future) (40 
minutes: 20 minutes to write the notes and 20 minutes to decorate the jars). To begin the 
process that we will carry out with young people, we will begin with a „thematic provocation“ 
that will3 place them in relation to the realities and spaces they already occupy. Through this 
„provocation“ we invite debate and aesthetic practice in relation to the public and the private, 
the governed and the self-managed. They will be asked to write on sticky notes all those 
things that worry them, that give them „anger“, that „hump“ them in relation to their career 
insertion, to be able to build their lives. They may be asked: What stirs you inside what is 
happening around you? What worries you about your immediate future? And in relation to 
your more distant future? How does what happen around you, what happens in your neigh-
bourhood, in your city, in your country, affect you? How do you live being young in today's 
society? How do you feel young people are heard? These notes will be folded and put in a jar 
that will have been previously provided. They will be allowed 20 minutes to write them. They 
can also include drawings or write them in the form of a poem., Like a song, they can choose 
phrases from songs, etc. They should write an idea on each note, and it should be written as 
a meaningful sentence (not just words). 

Step 2. Co-analysis (5-10 min per person). The educator or counsellor will co-analyse 
individually or collectively the content that has appeared in the jars. A debate will be created 
that can shed some „light“ on these concerns, and the commitment will be made to look for 
ways/strategies to do something along these lines. 

Step 3. Commitment to share. The jars will be collected and stored in boxes with the 
inscription „What worries me“ and „FRAGILE“, participants will be informed of the com-
mitment on the part of the school / institution to get that information to the competent people 
and / or bodies, showing a commitment to change and social transformation. 

Finally, it should be noted that the jars symbolize and facilitate the „materialization“ of 
their concerns, it has proven to be a good strategy / tool to enhance critical awareness and 
active thinking. 

 
Duration: 50-60 minutes 
 
Resources: Recycled glass jars, colored markers, adhesive sheets, material for the decoration 
of the jar (e.g. paint or markers for glass, stickers, etc.). 
 

 

1.3 ¡OUR BODIES COUNT! 
 
Purpose 

 
 

3  Thayne and West (2019). 
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On the one hand, to become collectively aware of their concerns, as well as the factors and 
elements that affect the development of their life project from a community perspective and 
situated from their own life experiences. On the other hand, to become aware of the body's 
ability to perceive/importance of listening to the body, as well as its possibility of expressing. 

Competences 
 
Personal, Social, and learning to Learn Competences (LifeComp) 

• Critical thinking 
• Communication 
• Collaboration 
• Empathy 

 
Description of the activity 

Step 1. Co-creation of a collective „dartafacto“4 (35 minutes: 10 to create the sculpture 
and 25 minutes to share them). Small groups (of 3-4 people) will be organized, and they will 
be asked to build with their bodies a sculpture that shows their main concerns, how they live 
them, how they feel them. They will be allowed some time to prepare them and, subsequently, 
the sculpture will be executed. The rest of the group will express what it transmits (it is not 
necessary for the group that executes the sculpture to explain the meaning they wanted to 
give to it). They might suggest a title for each sculpture. We work only with what „gets to 
you“, what „moves you“, as when we observe a painting in a museum. Each of the sculptures 
will be photographed from different angles. 

Step 2. Co-creation of a collective „dartafacto“ (20 minutes). Finally, they will be 
proposed to integrate all the sculptures into a single design (group-class). A final joint reflec-
tion will be made on the new construction. 

 
Duration: 55-60 minutes 
 
Resources: Handkerchiefs, fabrics, hats, wigs, masks, as well as other elements available in 
the centre that help the characterization and representation of the scene. 
 

 

 
 

4  Dartafacto: Artistic object that conveys the effects and feelings of previously elaborated experience (jars) 
once they have been shared, communicating in new places and spaces „what matters“ (Renold et al., 2020). 
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1.4 IS IT „NORMAL“ TO BE SEEN LIKE THIS? 
 

Purpose 
Explore, in a critical way, the image that is projected from the Internet and digital social 
networks about youth and how these ideas influence the construction of their personal iden-
tity and the way in which adults relate to them.  
Develop critical awareness about the vision that society has regarding young people, ques-
tioning what it considers „normal“ in this age group. 
Reflect on how they feel about these stereotypes and how they manage the emotions they 
generate. 

 
 
Competences 
Skills that are not specifically related to a particular area of knowledge and that can be 
development in a wide variety of situations (Transversal Competences): 

• Critical thinking 
• Creativity 
• Analytical skills 
• Communication and negotiation skills 
• Teamwork 
• Intercultural skills 

Personal, Social, and learning to Learn Competences (LifeComp) 
• Managing learning 
• Critical thinking 
• Communication 
• Collaboration 

Digital Competence Framework for Citizens (Digcomp) 
• Searching information and digital content 
• Evaluating digital content 
• Development digital content 
• Creatively using digital technologies 
• Sharing through digital technologies 
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Sustainability Competence Framework (GreenComp) 
• Systems thinking 
• Critical thinking 

 
Description of the activity 
Part One: 

Step 1. This is how they see us on the Internet (30 minutes: 15 minutes to search and select 
the news; 15 to prepare the statements on the posters). They will be asked, in pairs, to search 
the Internet for news in which young people are protagonists. Each pair must select at least 5 
news. Once the news has been selected, each couple must write a statement that reflects the 
content of the news (for example: „Young people do too much street drinking“). Each state-
ment shall be recorded on an A3 as a poster. 

Step 2. We share our posters (20 minutes). Posters will be shared, and a joint virtual mural 
(including links to news) will be built. 
Part Two: 
Step 1. Do we identify with what is said about us on the Internet? (15 minutes). A scale 
of 1 to 3 points, from 1: Barely identified to 3: Very identified, will be placed on the floor so 
that the participants can physically locate themselves at each point to respond regarding their 
degree of identification with each of the statements elaborated in the first part. The counsellor 
will read each of the statements (you can show the poster) and ask that the participants phys-
ically place themselves in the value that represents their degree of identification with each 
statement. The counsellor may add other statements that are considered stereotypes in rela-
tion to young people (they avoid responsibilities, they are lazy, they have no values, they are 
emotionally unstable, they are conflictive ...). 

Step 2. Do you think like me? (20 minutes). They will be asked to talk first to someone who 
has been answering the same as him/her and then the opposite (who have answered differ-
ently). They will be proposed to make several rounds. 

Step 3. Exercise to „let go“ (5 minutes). Participants will be asked to make paper balls by 
crumpling the A3s on which they wrote the statements. They will be able to play at throwing 
them, doing an exercise of „letting go of stereotypes“”. 

 

 
Step 4. We share our reflections (20 minutes). How far do you agree with the statements 
about young people? Why do you think society has a certain image of your generation? What 
intention can there be behind this image? How does it affect them? 
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A reflection will be made on the importance of the social „narrative“ in the construction of 
our personality and in our own behavior. Likewise, a reflection will be proposed on the im-
portance of critically analyzing the narratives that others make about us with the intention of 
improving and adjusting them from within ourselves. 

 
Duration: 60 minutes. 
Resources: Devices with Internet access for each group (computers, tablets, mobiles). A3 
paper, pens, markers, cardboard 

 

2 Conclusions 
These actions reflect the importance of developing a collaborative action-research „re-

search with“), situated, and community-based intervention approach in career guidance pro-
cesses. Moreover, it shows how narrative (oral, written, digital, artistic, corporal, etc.) is a tool 
that allows the person to play a more proactive role in the process of building their life and 
professional (career) project. In the same way, shared tools have been shown to be a suitable 
means to improve professional development and the development of personal, social and 
„learning to learn” competences inherent to this process. We consider that they are also an 
opportunity for expression and reflection on emotions, which is key in any process of diagnosis, 
intervention, and research. The results of this work also show how the use of these tools has 
contributed to the construction of a collective and community projection of the career. Our 
experience in their implementation shows that participants reported an improvement of mental 
and emotional well-being, as well as the development of more critical thinking. The repeated 
use of these tools also makes it easier for the person to recognize themselves as a unique being 
(under construction) who has a unique potential to share with society, which also improves their 
self-esteem. In addition, empowerment is observed in the person, which translates into a greater 
desire for improvement and activism (individual and collective, as well as a greater capacity 
for adaptability). 
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Abstract 
Context: Changes in the context of a diverse labour market pose major challenges for European 
VET. VET research can make an important contribution by sharing proven approaches. Dealing 
with diversity is addressed by different concepts that focus on individual factors or diversity as 
a whole. The perspective on diversity and the distribution of roles in educational institutions 
vary depending on the concept. Inclusion and exclusion are interrelated, and inclusive compe-
tences help to reduce exclusion. Sensitisation and professionalisation of VET staff are therefore 
necessary. The article examines the competence requirements for an inclusive approach to di-
versity in teacher education for vocational schools. 
Approach: The aim of the paper is to formulate dimensions for a framework for teacher edu-
cation at VET schools in the context of diversity orientation in order to contribute to inclusive, 
equitable and quality vocational education/training. In a qualitative literature analysis, a theo-
retical classification of the concepts of competence, the structure of competence models and 
their conceptualisation in teacher education in general and those focused on diversity-orienta-
tion took place. In an analysis of teacher education models, competences related to managing 
diversity and inclusion were derived. The categories „attitudes”, „knowledge”, and „skills” 
were found to be target-orientated for the assignment of competence requirements. 
Findings: The results can be classified well along the defined main categories. Attitudes and 
internalised values (1) influence motivation, while readiness to act, self-efficacy and self-regu-
lation are crucial for the implementation of appropriate strategies in the classroom. Teachers' 
knowledge (2) can be divided into basic knowledge areas, such as inclusive education and di-
versity-oriented didactics, and specialised knowledge. The latter is relevant in specific situa-
tions or for specific learners. Skills and abilities (3) can be divided into the fields of organisa-
tional development, cooperation with partners and diversity-oriented methodology and didac-
tics. 
Conclusion: The presented framework for competence dimensioning and structuring can help 
in curriculum development in teacher education. Inclusion-oriented dealing with diversity re-
quires a combination of competences that have to be developed situationally. It is recommended 
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to consider inclusion and diversity as a cross-cutting competence for all teachers. Future re-
search projects should focus on the acquisition of sub-competences in different phases of 
teacher education and their impact on teaching. Intersectional knowledge should be considered 
in the reflection and further development of teaching concepts. For this, evidence-based re-
search and international exchange can contribute to an inclusion-oriented approach to diversity. 

 
Keywords: vocational teacher education, diversity, inclusion, competences 

1 Initial situation and problem definition 
Changes in the European labour market, such as the number of vacant positions, new findings 
concerning the interdependence between social background and educational success, as well as 
new target groups resulting from the influx of refugees in recent years and the programmatic 
claim of inclusion of people with disabilities (Euler et al., 2020) pose societal challenges con-
nected to diversity for European VET. International comparative VET research can make a 
decisive contribution here by sharing proven approaches and learning from each other (Pilz, 
2017). At this point, ambiguous conceptual understandings in the context of diversity as well 
as a multitude of different approaches in dealing with diversity prove to be difficult. 

Neither on diversity nor on inclusion can a theory deficit be stated (Boger, 2019; Kuhlmann 
et al., 2018; Schimek et al., 2022; Sturm, 2023). Dealing with diversity is taken up by different 
concepts that either address individual diversity factors (e.g. disability, ethnic-cultural back-
ground) or diversity as a whole (e.g. broad understanding of inclusion, diversity management). 
The perspective on diversity, the distribution of roles in dealing with diversity as well as the 
associated changes in VET institutions and structures are also seen differently, depending on 
the underlying concept and understanding (Kimmelmann et al., 2022). An interdisciplinary 
analysis by the team of authors points to opportunity-based professional action as a common 
point of reference for both concepts in reducing educational discrimination processes. Inclusion 
and exclusion have a mutually dependent relationship. Inclusion-oriented professional compe-
tencies enable to deal with structural contradictions as well as exclusionary tendencies and thus 
to reduce risks of exclusion. An inclusion-oriented approach to diversity is therefore of im-
portance for participation in educational processes (Pool Maag et al., submitted). 

The authors (Miesera et al., 2023; Pool Maag et al., submitted) suggest international com-
parative analysis focusing the wider interpretation of inclusion in dealing with diversity. 
Common to all concepts is the goal of achieving equal opportunities for all learners, regard-
less of diversity factors. This presupposes the use of the learners' potential (potential orienta-
tion instead of deficit orientation) and requires a fundamental sensitisation and professionali-
sation of VET staff (Zoyke, 2016; Bach, 2018), with a view to the challenges and opportuni-
ties of diversity as a cutting-cross category. However, this requires more research on diver-
sity-oriented professionalisation of VET staff. This is where the present study comes in and 
investigates the following research question: 

How to model competence requirements for an inclusive approach to diversity in teacher 
education for vocational schools? Based on this question, the aim of the paper is to formulate 
dimensions for a framework for VET teacher education in the context of diversity orientation 
in order to contribute to inclusive, equitable and high-quality education/training. 

2 Methodology 
Qualitative research is oriented towards social reality and provides methods to better understand 
complex processes and structures (Flick et al., 2019). This article deals with the constructs of 
diversity, competence models and teacher training in VET, the complexity of which can be 
found in different conceptual understandings on the one hand and appears even more complex 
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in their relational contexts on the other. A qualitative literature analysis was chosen as the re-
search method, the systematics of which were mapped in four steps. 

In a first step, (1) a literature search was conducted on the keywords competence, compe-
tence models, teacher education in general,  and for VET, diversity, focusing on current litera-
ture from the year 2000 onwards. 

In addition, (2) the quality of the sources was checked in collaborative online sessions of 
the research team. For this purpose, the criteria system proposed by Döring and Bortz (2016) 
was adapted to the objectives of the article and the intersubjective comprehensibility, relevance, 
consistency and limitations of the studies were used as review criteria. The data obtained in this 
way were summarised in a table. 

Subsequently, (3) content analysis (Mayring, 2010) was applied by deriving categories in-
ductively from the existing material. This step was carried out by paraphrasing, generalisation 
to a previously defined level of abstraction and a multi-level reduction of the text passages. 
From the analysis of the teacher competence models, the categories „attitudes“, „knowledge“ 
and „skills“ proved to be target-oriented for the assignment of competence requirements. 

In a parallel analytical step, (4) competences connected to dealing with diversity and in-
clusion were derived in a comparable analysis from models in teacher education and training. 
In order to pick up the described approach of an inclusive dealing with diversity, both perspec-
tives were included by integrating competence models in the context of diversity (factors) and 
inclusion at the same time. Also, both general education and vocational training models derived 
within the DACH1 countries as main research context of the contributing researchers were in-
cluded to broaden the base of analysis. Identified competences were paraphrased and summa-
rized into units within the three-categorial structure. 

Comparisons in the sense of interpersonal validation are recommended as a quality crite-
rion of qualitative research (Döring & Bortz, 2016). Here, the communicative validation of the 
document analysis forms the process to check the validity of the analysis (Flick et al., 2019; 
Lamnek, 2010). This process took place with the involvement of the researchers and thus rep-
resents a form of expert validation. The results of the document analysis were evaluated with 
regard to their suitability, value and validity within the research group. 

3 Theoretical contextualisation of competences in teacher education 
It is assumed that the professional competences of teachers have a decisive influence on the 
learning performance of students against the background of the dynamics of a diversity-oriented 
field of action. In the understanding of this paper, professional competence is not exclusively 
oriented towards cognitive aspects, but also includes the social dimension of learning as well 
as the development of attitudes towards inclusion and participation. In the following, the un-
derstanding of competence underlying teacher education is first elaborated. Based on this, the 
models are discussed in the context of diversity and inclusion and characteristics are differen-
tiated that can be derived from this as dimensions for the curricular anchoring of competences 
for teacher training in the context of the requirements of an inclusion-oriented approach to di-
versity in vocational education and training. 

3.1 Competence and competence modelling in initial teacher education 
Historically, the term competence can be found in its origins as early as the 1970s in Chomsky 
(1973), who understands it as the implicit knowledge that a speaker possesses and that enables 
him to form and understand grammatically correct sentences. Chomsky sees this as a connec-
tion between inner resources and acting, the „performance“, which depends on the situation for 

 
 

1  DACH Germany (D), Austria (A), Switzerland (CH) 
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its success. Theoretical concepts of competence (Roth, 1971; Reetz, 1990) define the concept 
of competence as basic personal-character skills, task-oriented and socially-oriented skills and 
include the importance of „learning arrangements that combine situational complexity with ac-
tion orientation, at the same time promote motivation and encourage independent learning“ 
(Reetz, 1990, p. 20). This view includes a characteristic of holism that is sufficient for today's 
understanding of the term. 

The development of teachers' professionalism and competences has been researched inter-
disciplinarily in educational science since the beginning of the 1990s (Bromme, 1992). Based 
on Shulman (1986), the central competences of teachers in the area of professional knowledge 
include the application of subject knowledge as well as content knowledge, pedagogical 
knowledge and curricular knowledge in the teaching context. 

These path-breaking concepts triggered a series of different definitions of terms that are 
significant for the context of educational science, respectively for competence modelling. In 
the sense of an understanding of competences that is relevant for teacher training, competences 
are not only knowledge and skills, but comprehensive abilities that have a relation to concrete 
task or requirement contexts (Hacker, 2006; Moser, 2014). They describe both cognitive and 
non-cognitive dispositions (Weinert, 2001a; Weinert, 2001b) and thus correspond to an under-
standing of human holism (Erpenbeck & Heyse, 1996; Arnold & Schüßler, 2008). Competences 
are context-dependent, which implies that they can also be acquired in corresponding contexts. 
In most definitions, self-organisation disposition emerges as an essential characteristic, which 
includes the self-organised acquisition of knowledge in order to be successful in new open and 
complex situations (Erpenbeck & von Rosenstiel, 2007). A common element of competence 
definitions is the ability to act. Acting competently means mobilising individual resources and 
orchestrating them in a complex situation (Rychen & Salganik, 2003). These characteristics 
clearly distinguish themselves from theoretical models and teaching/learning arrangements that 
aim at pure knowledge transfer. Diverse teaching/learning environments are often complex, 
situations are often unpredictable and therefore require situational skills using cognitive and 
non-cognitive resources. Future teachers, respectively those of vocational schools, the relevant 
group for the topic in this article, must acquire competences in their training. The concept of 
competence discussed here fulfils these requirements and is therefore used for the further dis-
cussion, in which the question arises as to how competences can be modelled in order to achieve 
the training goals of a diversity-oriented teacher education. 

In their function, competence models in teacher education are the basis for curriculum de-
velopment, didactic-methodical design of training courses, can be used in assessment proce-
dures and are relevant as accreditation and evaluation measures. Schaper (2009) categorises 
competency models of teacher education with regard to the scope of the range of impact and 
the construction methodology and provides a framework for classifying models in relation to 
tasks or requirements of educational programmes. For example, models cover the entire scope 
of teachers' activities (Oser & Blömeke, 2012; Blömeke et al., 2008; Krauss & Blum, 2012) or 
refer to different sub-areas such as diagnostic competence (Aufschnaiter et al., 2015). A broad 
spectrum of competence dimensions, including e.g. both cognitive and non-cognitive ones, can 
also be found in Blömeke et al. (2012), whereas other authors base their modelling on partial 
facets, such as behavioural competences (Heinzer et al., 2009). Many models refer to Weinert's 
(2001b) concept of competence, which includes cognitive skills as well as motivational-voli-
tional and social skills, although some models focus on different directions of this triad. Klieme 
and Leutner (2006) define competencies as „context-specific cognitive performance disposi-
tions that functionally relate to situations and demands in specific domains“ (Klieme & Leutner 
2006, p. 879). Baumert and Kunter's (2006, 2011) model is widely used in the German-speaking 
area and describes the competencies of future teachers in terms of multiple aspects that include 
motivational, self-regulatory orientations and beliefs as well as knowledge areas such as subject 
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knowledge, subject didactic knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, organisational and advisory 
knowledge. The findings of Baumert and Kunter are based on empirical studies of a teaching 
subject. This is where criticism comes in, since the model already depicts correlations in a very 
differentiated way. This raises the question of a generally valid application possibility for com-
petence models of teacher training that can be applied to very complex situations, as is the case 
in diverse teaching/learning environments. Nevertheless, the distinctive differentiations for 
basic considerations, which can be further developed by means of inclusion and exclusion pro-
cedures, can be useful for a competence model for a diversity-oriented teacher education. 
Baumert and Kunter pay little attention to the aspect of action orientation, which develops ge-
nerically and is therefore also important for teachers beginning their careers. Neuweg (2015) 
accentuates action orientation as a component of competence, which is expressed independently 
of the inclusion of motivational aspects in the situational mastering of challenges, is context-
dependent and both learnable and transferable to new situations. 

 
Figure 1 
Categories of competences 

 
 

With respect to the construction methodology, models can be normative, for example derived 
from educational theories or curricula, or empirically based on requirement analyses (Klieme 
et al., 2003; Terhart, 2002). In order to do justice to the specificity of diversity-oriented didac-
tics, this study focused on diversity-oriented competences with regard to the area of its impact. 
However, these include both cognitive and non-cognitive aspects. In terms of the construction 
methodology, a normative approach was taken by deductively deriving diversity-oriented com-
petences of teachers from existing models and theories. 

Competency level models contain different degrees of proficiency of a skill, indicate its 
levels or degrees of difficulty and refer to measurement or assessment, such as the MT21 com-
petency model by Blömeke et al. (2008). These models are more likely to be found in school 
performance tests (PISA,2 TIMMS3 ) than in teacher training. Competence structure models are 
used to describe the required competences for certain domains of a task area, which can also be 
mapped in a further dimension. For teacher training in VET, Frey (2004) gives an example that 
initially maps subject, methodological, social and personal competence on one level (horizon-
tally) and vertically divides individual skills, bundled skills, abilities and overall competence 
into a hierarchy. 

 
 

2 Programme for International Student Assessment 
3 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 

Knowledge

AttitudesSkills

Professional	
Competence	to	act	
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3.2 The understanding of competence for an inclusive approach to diversity 
In order to formulate a framework concept for anchoring competencies with a view to an inclu-
sion-oriented approach to diversity, the research team first conducted an analytical examination 
of existing competency models that take up this perspective as part of the professionalism of 
teachers. The following table shows the examined models structured according to their focus. 

 
Table 1 
Structure in the context of diversity and inclusion 

 
The model focus of the broad understanding of inclusion outlines the variety of diversity 

dimensions. Representatives of this view are Bach, Buchmann and Filipiak. Further on the so-
cietal level and thus with additional competence dimensions, Buchmann sees a diversity-sensi-
tive inclusive VET as the implementation of a „real utopia“ as a societal transformation process 
(Buchmann, 2020). In her opinion, it is not enough to „re-evaluate and relate the partial logics 
that have been relevant in the vocational school context and the professional body of knowledge 
in terms of educational theory“ (Buchmann, 2020, p. 147 f). For societal transformation, subject 
knowledge and curricular knowledge are necessary in addition to professional knowledge of 
transformational knowledge. In contrast, Bach (2018) sees it as problematic that education pol-
icy has established social transformations with the corresponding reforms towards an inclusive 
vocational education and training system as a normative claim without having planned concrete 
measures for implementation. Against this background, she urges research that shows how in-
clusion-related professional competence development can be designed within the framework of 
teacher education so that this claim does not remain just an ideal. She criticises that „without 
investing correspondingly wide-ranging resources in mainstream vocational schools, [inclu-
sion] can hardly succeed (Bach, 2018, p. 163). Filipiak (2020) extends Baumert and Kunter's 
(2011) model by adding „performance“, which locates pedagogical action in the components 
of readiness and planning, and thereby places the engagement with action and problem-solving 
situations in the context of a broad understanding of inclusion. This concept of an inclusion-
oriented teacher education is similar in its essential features to the current competence models 
of teacher education and is suitable as a model that relates in its function to the competence 
acquisition of teachers. At the same time, efforts are needed to promote the competence devel-
opment of teachers. 

The narrow understanding of inclusion focuses on the dimension of disability or „special 
needs“. This is specified in the transnational model of the European Agency for Development 
in Special Needs Education (2012), which was developed within the framework of the 

Model focus Sources 

Broad inclusion 
Bach, 2018 
Buchmann, 2020 
Filipiak, 2020 

Narrow inclusion 

Bach et. al., 2018 
Zoyke, 2016 
European Agency for Development in Special 
Needs Education, 2012 

Diversity/Heterogeneity 
Buchmann, 2020 
Holzinger et al., 2019 
Vock and Gronostaj, 2017 

Specific diversity characteristics Kimmelmann, 2010 (Cultural Diversity) 



174 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

international project „Teacher Education for Inclusion (TE41)“. The areas of competence refer 
to (1) attitudes and beliefs (2) knowledge and understanding (3) skills and abilities, explicitly 
mentioning the appreciation of diversity, support for all learners, the ability to cooperate and 
the readiness for personal development in the sense of lifelong learning. This model is very 
differentiated with 124 descriptions of competences. Following this model, Bach and col-
leagues confirm that inclusion-related attitudes and beliefs are attributed an action-guiding di-
mension. Knowledge, beliefs as well as motivational and self-regulatory characteristics and 
skills are seen as crucial for professional action of teachers in diversity and inclusion contexts 
(Bach et al., 2018; Zoyke, 2016). Specific tasks such as learning process analyses or initial 
diagnoses also require specialised knowledge and cooperation in multi-professional teams. Ac-
cording to Bach et al. (2018), competent professional action requires the successful mastering 
of three levels, whereby the first level focuses on general inclusion-related requirements for all 
teachers in the education system, the second level describes specific inclusion-related require-
ments for all teachers in VET (e.g. learning location cooperation) and the third level contextu-
alises domain-specific inclusion-related requirements for and attitudes of teachers of certain 
vocational disciplines. 

Holzinger et al. (2019) take up a model focus on diversity with an appreciation of the di-
versity of learners in their competence development concept, it includes the support of all learn-
ers, cooperation with others as well as personal professional development and is characterised 
in the dimensions of „knowledge“, „acting“ and „attitudes“. With characteristics of an action-
oriented educational context, it explicitly presents professional development as a generic ele-
ment that is important for sustainable teacher education. Also corresponding to a diversity-
oriented understanding are the competence requirements for teachers by Vock and Gronostaj 
(2017), in which they address the differences found in heterogeneous learning environments 
with regard to socio-economic background, migration background, educational language, flight 
experiences, disabilities and special educational needs, illness as well as gender differences, 
intelligence and prior knowledge. From this, the necessity of diagnostic and didactic compe-
tences, subject didactic knowledge as well as corresponding beliefs and values is derived. 
Weaknesses of this model can be seen in both the low theoretical grounding and the lack of 
empirical evidence. Nevertheless, it seems to be useful for the practical implementation of a 
quality diversity-oriented teaching. 
The following competence-theoretical professional understanding of an inclusive approach to 
diversity is based on the assumption that the competences of professionally active teachers are 
formed by their attitudes, experiences, convictions, values and motivation. Particularly im-
portant are: Knowledge, attitudes and action (Bach, 2018; Buchmann & Bylinski, 2013). This 
approach is based on the premise that „pedagogical professionalism takes place in the three 
phases of teacher education (studies, preparatory service, in-service teacher training)“ (Bach 
2018, p. 164). 

3.3 Competence requirements for teachers for an inclusive approach to diversity 
As outlined, the models structure the requirements of diversity-sensitive inclusive vocational 
education and training. The competence dimensions derived from them for teacher training in 
different ways with reference to normative framework conditions and empirical results. Never-
theless, the competence requirements can be assigned to the presented tripartite division in the 
sense of a holistic competence to act (see Fig. 1). 
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Table 2 
Competence requirements for VET teachers in context of an inclusive  
approach towards diversity 
Model fo-
cus 

General competence models Competence models with focus on 
inclusive diversity 

Attitudes Subject-relatedness 
Holism 
Self-organisation 
e.g. Erpenbeck & v. Rosenstiel 2003; 
Moser, 2014 

• Positive Attitudes towards diversity and 
inclusion 

• Positive internalised values/convictions 
towards diversity and inclusion 

• Readiness to act inclusively in own 
teaching settings 

• Self-efficacy in implementing inclusive 
educational strategies also in critical sit-
uations 

• Self-regulation for a critical reflection 
and readjustment of own strategies or 
decisions  

Knowledge Performance dispositions that 
functionally relate to require-
ments in specific domains 
e.g. Klieme & Leutner 2006; 
Baumert & Kunter, 2006, 2011  

• Basic elements of an inclusive educa-
tion 

• Inclusive didactic approaches and learn-
ing settings 

• Pedagogical-psychological knowledge 
about individual learning, learning in 
inclusive groups and learners needs 

• Inclusive organizational structures, pro-
cesses and cultures 

• Tools and procedures for diagnosis of 
learners' special needs 

• Coaching strategies 
• Special needs education 

Multidi-
mensional 
skills 

Multi-dimensional property 
that is requirement-related and 
subjected to acting or perform-
ing. 
e.g. Neuweg, 2015; 
Oser & Blömeke, 2012  

• Organisational: e.g. sensitive perception 
of diversity, development of inclusive 
structures and processes 

• Social: e.g. diversity related network-
ing, multi-professional team work, team 
teaching 

• Pedagogical: e.g. diversity-sensitive 
teaching (individual and group promo-
tion), diagnosis, individual learning as-
sistance 

 
The authors of the analysed models all emphasise the prominent role of corresponding 

attitudes by teachers. Attitudes are a broad category of different personality traits, some of 
which influence each other. While attitudes and internalised values/convictions influence the 
basic motivation to participate in an inclusive oriented diversity-based education, readiness to 
act, self-efficacy and self-regulation are decisive for a sustainable implementation of corre-
sponding strategies in one's own actions as a teacher. 

Relevant knowledge categories can be classified according to the broadness of the areas of 
activity affected (pedagogical key activities versus special tasks/positions) and differentiated 
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by whether it is knowledge of general value for the activities of all teachers or special 
knowledge or expert knowledge that teachers only need for certain learners, positions or situa-
tions. The basis of the knowledge acquisition of teachers are fundamental areas of knowledge 
about inclusive education in connection with a diversity-oriented implementation of individual 
didactic approaches. More complex knowledge areas, on the other hand, pick up complemen-
tary knowledge that is crucial in key positions, such as diagnosis competences or psychological 
knowledge about learning and learners needs. The share of special educational knowledge (in 
the sense of knowledge about certain diversity characteristics, areas of support or concepts for 
dealing with it) can be seen as the top in the competence models, counted among the expert 
knowledge of few teachers. 

Necessary skills and abilities of teachers can be located along three areas of action in con-
nection with the implementation of an inclusion-oriented approach to diversity in vocational 
schools: (1) diversity-oriented organisational development and anchoring of structures, (2) co-
operation with internal and external partners in the sense of an inclusion-oriented approach to 
diversity and (3) diversity-oriented methodology and didactics (comp. Pool Maag et al. submit-
ted). 

4 Discussion, limitations and outlook 
Aiming for inclusive, equal opportunities and high-quality vocational education and training is 
an important starting point for tackling the challenges ahead in European countries. The frame-
work presented in this article for the dimensioning and structuring of corresponding compe-
tences of teachers can be an aid for further curriculum development in teacher education. 

The competence requirements can be integrated into existing competence models of 
teacher education by assigning them to the three basic areas of action competence (attitude, 
knowledge and skills). At the same time, their complex character becomes apparent in the nu-
merous interrelationships of the competences with regard to their application in concrete situa-
tions of action. According to the understanding of the existing competency models, an inclu-
sion-oriented approach to diversity usually requires a combination of competencies that con-
sciously perceives the situation. This requires an equally situationally designed didactic ap-
proach in the competence development of teachers. 

Furthermore, the specific competences - as has already been shown - are connected with 
basic pedagogical competences, which means that it is less appropriate to speak of a narrow 
specific „competence for dealing with diversity in an inclusive way“, but rather of a not clearly 
delimited, broadly conceived cross-sectional competence. The article shows how inclusion and 
diversity can be combined in a theoretical, conceptual and action-oriented way with regard to 
competence requirements for teachers at vocational schools. This interconnected perspective 
could unite these two traditions in teacher education, which have been separate up to now, and 
contribute to an anchoring of corresponding competence requirements as a real cross-cutting 
issue for all teachers.  

As the outlined models do not yet allow for empirical differentiation of the competence 
requirements with regard to competence levels, their generative character must be assumed 
when integrating the competences into curricula. This means that the competence development 
process must fundamentally be applied to all phases of teacher training. In the future, however, 
the concrete successive teaching will require an intensive scientific, data-based examination of 
the gradual possibility of acquiring partial competences throughout the various phases of 
teacher training as well as the mode of action of competence acquisition with regard to the 
teaching process and its changes. 

Building on this, there is the opportunity - through corresponding research projects in the 
sense of action research by teachers - to reflect on and further develop teaching concepts based 
on intersectional knowledge (interaction of multiple lines of discrimination). Thereby, forms of 
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intersectionality could be explored that are particularly relevant for vocational education. 
Teacher education institutions should therefore continue their evidence-based research focusing 
on the dimensions of diversity in VET in its breadth and depth and in connection with inclusion 
in this sense. 

Comparative efforts at the European level and an associated international exchange (also 
of best practice models) could make a valuable contribution here towards an inclusion-oriented 
approach to diversity in all its breadth and diversity. 
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Abstract  
Context: The standing of VET depends on a multitude of factors and differs significantly be-
tween countries and regions. This also impacts access to VET and whether students see VET 
as an option to continue their education and training or to start their careers. Students typically 
transition into VET either after the lower secondary or the upper secondary level. It is a transi-
tion from school to VET, and from an individual perspective, it is a transformation. There is a 
sound body of scientific work looking at the transition from school to work from different per-
spectives (e.g., policy, economy, and sociological perspectives). An often-neglected focus is on 
the challenges students face, the transformations they undergo in the transition, and the support 
they receive from parents and teachers in this situation. 
Approach: We use data from two studies, a cross-sectional study with students heading to-
wards a specialized school on the upper secondary level, www.infosetting-bl.ch. And a longi-
tudinal study at www.digibe.ch, where we follow students at the lower secondary level over 
three years. The study started in autumn 2022, so the students are now in autumn 2023 at the 
beginning of their third year, The project focuses on reflection and transformation in and 
through career planning. In this paper, we report the first results on how parents and teachers 
were involved when irritating situations occurred in career planning.  
Findings: We find that the role of teachers and parents is multifaceted, including guidance, 
support, and counselling. Both studies show, however, that teachers and parent rarely focus on 
future-oriented interventions; at least from the perspective of the students.  
Conclusion: Career education is a concept that fits better to frame the work a teacher does in 
supporting their students in career planning. Two aims in career education are of high relevance: 
fighting the stereotypes many students have about iVET and VET and their ability to cope with 
irritating situations in career planning and career choice processes.  

Keywords: transition, transformation, career education 
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1 Pathways into VET 
The standing of iVET and VET differs substantially between countries and regions, taking 

into account common indicators such as the prestige of vocational education and training (VET) 
or the involvement of private partners (Stalder & Lüthi, 2020). This also impacts the enrolment 
in iVET and pathways to VET. Teachers, parents, and training companies are important gate-
keepers young people need to rely on in their career planning, as they have no work experience. 
Formally, getting into iVET/VET is a transition from school to work, and it is, at the same time, 
a transformation of one’s career-related knowledge and skills and vocational identity and per-
sonality (Stalder & Nägele, 2015). It is the first important step in designing a sustainable and 
self-determined career.  

VET is, in many countries, seen as the optimal way to integrate young people with low 
skills that are hard to educate and train or who have physical or mental handicaps. In other 
countries, VET offers sustainable educational and career pathways also to very talented young 
people. Often, iVET and VET are seen as an opportunity to support the local economy, fight 
youth unemployment, or give all young people access to work and is therefore also a policy 
issue (Bonoli & Vorpe, 2022). However, we see more reports from different countries that VET 
becomes less attractive – or less chosen by young people – compared to academic educational 
pathways (e.g., BIBB, 2023; Billett et al, 2022).  

Education systems and policies shape pathways into iVET/VET. It is a trivial statement 
that education systems differ, as they are always embedded in and shaped by regional and coun-
try-specific contexts. Regardless of these particularities, there are some commonalities in career 
planning in young people. First, teachers and parents play an important role in shaping a stu-
dent's educational pathway (Stalder et al., 2023, in this volume). Second, from an individual’s 
perspective, moving from school to work is a development and learning process that leads not 
only to the acquisition of career-related knowledge and skills but also changes the individual 
and her or his personality.  

Career planning of young people relies on the support of others, mainly parents, teachers, 
career counsellors or training companies (Von Wyl et al., 2018). The parents' social origin can 
alter career options significantly, besides other factors such as school marks (Ohlemann, 2021). 
Without support from career counsellors or teachers, young people, e.g. tend to make career 
decisions that are heavily biased by their social origin or the socio-economic status of their 
family (Hirschi, 2009). Supporting young people in their career planning is also a way to fight 
inequality in educational pathways and career planning. 

This is the background against which young people start planning their careers, typically 
at the lower or upper secondary school level. From an individual perspective, it is ideally a 
question of becoming and shaping the vocational career in accordance with life planning. Stu-
dents should reflect on and make sense of their career planning. But reflection is not a self-
running process (Hell, 2009). And as all these changes can touch the core identity of a person, 
it is transformative learning. This is complicated as a person has to deal with „the most signif-
icant and decisive linking between the individual and society and at the same time of crucial 
importance for the understanding of learning in general and of transformative learning in par-
ticular” (Illeris, 2014, p. 155). 

It is, therefore, important to address questions on how young people find their way into 
iVET/VET whilst they are still in school. This paper reports on two studies that look at how 
young people see their pathway into iVET. Study one focuses on how young people heading 
towards an academic track distance themselves from the option iVET, and study two looks at 
the interaction and exchange they have with their parents. 
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1.1 From career counselling to career education 
In many countries, a lot of effort is invested in guiding young people into iVET/VET. Of-

ten, career counsellors and teachers play a crucial role in this process (Stalder et. al, 2023). 
Generally, career counselling aims at establishing „a professional relationship that empowers 
diverse individuals, families, and groups to accomplish mental health, wellness, education, and 
career goals” (Kaplan et al., 2014, p. 368). If it comes to the transition from school to work, 
either on the lower or upper secondary school level, we see that career counselling is mainly 
directed at getting young people into education and work, as was already the case years ago 
(Heinz et al., 1985). This makes sense, as the pathway to VET is in many countries regulated, 
aiming at integrating young people into work (Bonoli & Vorpe, 2022).  

There is often less emphasis on developing an individual’s perspective, identity and career 
outlook. The focus is on getting employable. As Guichard (2022) puts it, this kind of counsel-
ling aims at the „sole final purpose of helping people enter the job market and manage their 
employability and careers” (p. 133). One reason for that is that employability, for good reasons, 
is given high attention. Consequently, tools that help to narrow down career decisions quickly 
are in high demand. These can be, e.g., tools of the family of self-guided career exploration 
techniques (Spokane & Holland, 1995), based on Holland’s theory of vocational choice 
(Holland, 1959). Again, these are perfect tools if we aim to help young people develop their 
employability and to help them to integrate into jobs (Guichard, 2022) or, in the case of iVET, 
into job-related educational programmes. 

But, one aspect is often missing (Nägele et al., 2022), as career interventions should not 
only aim at „(a) finding relevant information to direct paths …, (b) constructing adaptable self-
constructs for employability” but also (c) „to clarifying what gives long-term meaning and re-
flecting on the role and place of work in their lives” (Young & Mundy, 2023, p. 86). This idea 
also goes back to Super and the life span and life space career development (Super, 1980). 
During life, in time and space, an individual has different roles and activities. Giving meaning 
to a career, making a career narratable (Savickas et al., 2009) consequently needs to be posi-
tioned within the frame of the personal life. If we aim at empowering young people to shape 
their careers actively, career education should aim at fostering individual reflection in a world 
with an unpredictable future and a fast-changing economy (Guichard, 2022). The discussion on 
the impact of AI on the economy and jobs and the high demands imposed on an individual’s 
competencies makes it even more relevant.  

It, therefore, becomes highly relevant for VET how young people are supported in finding 
access to iVET/VET. We often find interventions aiming at (a) finding information or (b) be-
coming employable, at least in the Swiss-German context (Nägele & Schneitter, 2016). A pic-
ture that, according to Guichard (2022), can be found in many countries. To work on the (c) 
long-term meaning is often harder. A student's question, „What do I want to become?” needs 
to shift to the question, „How do I learn to think and build a sustainable career?”. It is about 
sense-making and reflection and designing a career (Savickas et al., 2009). 

If it comes to education, teachers often slip into the role of coordinators or career counsel-
lors and often also into the role of parents at the same time. But can they or should they be kind 
of counsellors? The core competencies of teachers are education and training. So, the more 
appropriate term would be career education. Career education aims at providing „students with 
opportunities to gain diverse insights into the multiple ways in which social, political and eco-
nomic discourses shape and position concepts of self, career, opportunity and justice” (Irving, 
2010, p. 15). Career education is about building future-oriented competencies that allow people 
to adapt to changes in their educational pathway and work. The focus is on preparing individu-
als to design their careers (Marciniak et al., 2020). If it comes to education, teachers often slip 
into the role of coordinators, career counsellors and often also into the role of parents at the 
same time. But can they or should they be kind of counsellors? The core competencies of 
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teachers are education and training. So, the more appropriate term would be career education. 
Career education aims at providing „students with opportunities to gain diverse insights into 
the multiple ways in which social, political and economic discourses shape and position con-
cepts of self, career, opportunity and justice” (Irving, 2010, p. 15). Career education is about 
building future-oriented competencies that allow people to adapt to changes in their educational 
pathway and work. The focus is on preparing individuals to design their careers (Marciniak et 
al., 2020).  

In the transition from school to work, there is often a high pressure – imposed by the indi-
vidual, parents, society, or economy – to find further education or employment. It is, therefore, 
for many teachers important to support and consult students based on their individual needs 
with the aim of helping them cope with the current situation and to lead them to a connecting 
solution in education and training (Nägele et al., 2022). This is, however, not career education, 
but career counselling, as individuals are enabled in a given moment „to cope with a problem 
that is specific for them” (Guichard, 2001, p. 157). Career guidance aims to unleash the voca-
tional potential of an individual for the person itself and the world at large (Perera & Athanasou, 
2019, p. 1).  

At first sight, it is compelling to ask teachers to guide and coach their students on their 
pathway through education and training and into VET. But coaches typically act on the request 
of a client. It is the client who searches for support from a counsellor if something significant 
changes and if he feels the need to be supported (Lang-von Wins & Triebel, 2012). This kind 
of freely chosen relationship is not given between students and teachers. Furthermore, coaching 
asks for a profound education and training that is not part of teacher education. 

Career planning, learning and development are embedded in different ecological contexts 
(school, family, society, culture (environments in the sense of Bronfenbrenner, 1986 as 
developmental contexts). There are many forces wanting young people to continue their edu-
cation and training and pushing them into work. Education is the way to achieve that.  

1.2 Relevance to VET 
Career management requires more and more self-management skills with the ability to be 

self-directed, value-driven, and flexible (Hirschi & Koen, 2021). Furthermore, we see that path-
ways from school to work are diverse and not always linear (Nägele & Stalder, 2017). In Swit-
zerland, for example, this is reflected in statistics and studies on educational pathways (Laganà 
& Babel, 2018), on drop-out from apprenticeship (Deppierraz, 2021; Schmid & Stalder, 2012; 
Stalder & Schmid, 2016), or statistical numbers showing a lot of changes and movement not 
only in iVET on the lower secondary but also in transition from academic education on the 
lower secondary to the tertiary level and within the first years on the tertiary level (Wolter et 
al., 2023).  

Topical conceptions of curricula in iVET and VET are competence-oriented and demand 
a high degree of self-directed learning, not only in developing vocational competencies, but 
also in planning continuing or higher education (Nägele et al., 2018).  

We miss a chance if career guidance at schools focuses mainly – and often only – on getting 
young people into a specific job. Reflection, critical thinking and also, learning how to handle 
one’s career should be as present in the career choice process. In the Swiss context, the need to 
develop these career competencies was expressed by many cantons in a nationwide survey (Nä-
gele & Schneitter, 2016). Interestingly, in the French part of Switzerland, it was more stressed 
that young people need to develop citizenship behaviour and the need to reflect critically on 
how to become a member of society. In the Swiss-German part of Switzerland, the focus was 
clearly on getting a job. These differences may be subtle but represent the two ways of thinking 
that Guichard (2022) positions as developing skills to start and maintain a career versus sup-
porting young people in getting a job. The latter has a narrower focus on doing a transition but 
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underestimates the transformative processes of an individual that are needed to develop from a 
student to a self-reflective and self-directed learner with respect to professional and career-
related competencies.  

2 Case studies 
In the following part, we will present the voices of students at the lower secondary school 

level that show how they see the standing of iVET compared to the academic track and how 
they interact with parents and teachers in case of irritating experiences during the vocational 
choice process. It is a first glance at the data. These are examples of challenges that should be 
addressed in career education when working with students. 

2.1 The standing of VET 
In a prior presentation on young people’s reasoning and career decisions in favour of a 

school-based education instead of apprenticeship training (iVET) in a Swiss-German canton 
(Nägele & Rodcharoen, 2018), we showed, based on a sample of 615 students in grade 11, aged 
15 to 16, that many young people wanting to access an upper secondary specialized school 
(academic track), have often very negative and stereotypical views on iVET and VET. Although 
vocational orientation is a school subject in the lower secondary, students tell us that they have 
no idea about options to continue their education and training in iVET. Two-thirds of these 
students have only very vague educational and vocational goals. Asked about their career deci-
sions, many students simply told us that they like going to school and do not see iVET as a 
desirable alternative. They see iVET as mostly oriented towards developing practical skills, not 
allowing them to develop competencies on which they can build their career. One student put 
it like that: „The daily work makes it less attractive; I couldn't go on with ’normal’ school and 
experience everyday school life”. Some say that trainers and teachers in iVET are not compe-
tent, as they would have no training to educate young people. Teachers at schools in the aca-
demic track, on the other side, would be trained to support their student's educational advance-
ment. Of course, iVET trainers and teachers are educated and trained, but this seems not to be 
known to many students. Asked whether they could imagine attending iVET instead of attend-
ing the academic, school-based track, most of these students deny it, as they see mainly negative 
aspects like the need to work for an employer, the need to work for long hours, with less free 
time and holidays, or also the risk to get dirty hands when working manually. One student told 
us that he hopes he will never be in that situation, as he would be extremely disappointed in 
himself.  

This shows that even in a country with a long-standing tradition and generally a high rep-
utation of VET, VET has only little support from talented young people. For these young peo-
ple, it is not self-evident that they could also head towards apprenticeship training to start their 
careers. They have grades allowing them to continue their education on the academic track. So, 
they do it. 

2.2 Parents and Teacher 
In the ongoing project www.digibe.ch, students were asked to report on irritating situations 

in the career choice process (Nägele et al., 2022). There is a total of 2’290 irritating situations 
reported by the participating students within a two-year observation period. Out of these situa-
tions, 50% triggered reflection about career planning and own emotions. 33% were linked to 
curricular activities such as attending work experience days or writing applications. 17%, N = 
349 of the reported irritating situations were on interaction issues with parents 26%, N = 104, 
teachers, 4%, N = 16, peers, 6%, N = 23 and significant others 64%, N = 251. Overall, we see 
that if it comes to an irritating situation making young people think about that situation for a 
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longer time or discuss it with other people, it seldom comes from within the family or from 
within the school. We cannot conclude that children and parents do not speak about career 
planning. But it is seldom something that leads to a longer-lasting irritation that’s worth to be 
reported. Situations reported can be neutral, e.g. „I had to decide what occupations are of inter-
est to me; I had to ask my parents to sort it out” (HLDAE), negative from the perspective of the 
young person, e.g. „My father only talks to me when it is about my future jobs” (VADHV), 
„My parents looked at me strangely when I told them that I wanted to attend a school on the 
upper secondary level. They told me that I had to do an apprenticeship training and then later 
attend courses in continuing education” (ODCSR), or positive, e.g. „I was confused after an 
appointment with a career counsellor, as he mentioned many more educational options than I 
expected. I discussed it with parents and relatives, which was very helpful” (TFHJV). The im-
portant point here is that we see the mechanism of how parents influence their children's deci-
sions. In most situations reported by students, they are engaged in a „neutral” discussion with 
their parents (74%, N = 77). „Neutral” means that children and parents openly discuss issues 
without parents pushing their child in a specific direction. The advantages and disadvantages 
of certain occupations are discussed. Positive situations are when a solution pops up in the 
interaction with parents when the next step becomes possible, 17%, N = 18. And there are only 
very few reports about quarrels with parents, 9%, N = 9.  

If it comes to irritating situations with teachers that were reported, they were even fewer 
than with parents. Situations are, e.g., when a teacher tries to convince a student not to attend 
an apprenticeship training (iVET) but to go to a gymnasium (academic track), or teachers that 
first tell students trying to realize the dream job and later tell them, that they need to take what-
ever is available to them. Situations with teachers are reported when they make a harsh inter-
vention or if they make statements that are seen as contradictory by students. It is interesting to 
note that this is in line with the view students have about their teachers if we ask them explicitly 
about the role their teacher has. We present the first results on that in the paper of Stalder, 
Gaupp and Nägele (2023, in this volume).  

3 Conclusion 
In a school context, the concept of career education seems to be compelling. It can serve 

as an umbrella term integrating career guidance, coaching and similar adapted to the core com-
petencies of a teacher. There is a tendency, exemplified with reference to Guichard (2022) ca-
reer support tends to solve current problems, which is the transition from school to work. In-
vesting in the ability of young people to design their careers and develop future-oriented com-
petencies often comes off too short. Developing these competencies relies on students' reflec-
tion and on their career planning and transformative learning processes. Career planning is a 
biographical long-term project (Ertl, 2023), and reflection helps to sustainably promote other 
career interventions (Kunert & Sommer, 2023; Stalder et al., 2022).  

Career education has, amongst others, the aim, at least in Switzerland, to reduce the stere-
otypical view of vocational education and training. This is especially the case for students with 
academic achievements that allow them to either attend the vocational or academic track. Oth-
erwise, iVET/VET will become less and less attractive for this group of young people. Second, 
career education should address handling critical situations in career planning. It cannot be the 
task of a teacher to solve these problems, but it must be the task of a teacher to educate and 
train their students to cope with these situations themselves.  
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Abstract 
Context: Given the high rate of Early School Leaving in Spain, the analysis of student engage-
ment acquired special relevance in the educational field, since it allows the analysis of educa-
tional pathways by delving into the processes that can lead to school dropout. Although this 
analysis has been mainly focused on Primary and Secondary Education, we focus on Vocational 
Education and Training as an educational context that allows the beginning of a professional 
career. 
Approach: The study has been developed in the province of Valencia within the framework of 
a state research project with continuity at an autonomous level. The main objective of this re-
search is the analysis of the itineraries of the Vocational Training students in level 1 (Basic 
Vocational Education and Training, hereinafter, BVET) and 2 (Intermediate Vocational Edu-
cation and Training, hereinafter, IVET). The research follows a longitudinal methodology that 
has been prolonged for three years and that includes analysis of official data, passing of ques-
tionnaires and conducting discussion groups. The data presented in this presentation correspond 
to the first round of questionnaires, obtained in the 2016-2017 academic year. 
Findings: We carried out a differential analysis in relation to the student engagement between 
both levels of Vocational Education and Training starting from the general hypothesis that there 
will be a greater school engagement among the students of Intermediate Level Vocational Train-
ing. 
Conclusion: The results obtained have allowed us to confirm our initial hypothesis; however, 
we will highlight nuances in each of the dimensions of student engagement. 

Keywords: Vocational Education, Prevocational education, Student engagement, Differential 
analysis. 
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1 Introduction 
One of the most critical indicators of our education system is the Early School Leaving (he-
rinafter, ESL) rate, which refers to the percentage of the population aged 18-24 who have not 
completed any post-compulsory secondary education and are not involved in any kind of train-
ing. Spain has the highest rate among European countries: 17.3% in 2019 (Ministry of Educa-
tion and Vocational Training [in Spanish, MEFP], 2020). This indicator is still well above the 
European average, which stood at 10.3% in 2019, although it has gradually fallen in recent 
years. In 2008, it reached 31.7% and in the years covered by this study, it has fallen from 19% 
in 2016 to 18.3% in 2017 and 17.9% in 2018. 

Faced with this situation, the fight against ESL is now one of the strategic objectives of the 
current European framework for Education and Training ET2020. More specifically, this ob-
jective states that it is necessary to „strengthen preventive approaches, establish closer cooper-
ation between the general education and vocational training sectors and remove barriers that 
prevent early school leavers from returning to education and training“. It aims to reduce drop-
out rates to below 10%, while in Spain the target figure is 15%. This interest shows the EU's 
concern for post-compulsory education as a key factor in the transition between training and 
employment, since compulsory schooling is a necessary but insufficient condition for guaran-
teeing success in society and employment. 

In this context, significant attention has been paid in recent years to the study of student 
engagement, understood here as involvement (bonding, engagement, commitment) in the edu-
cational process from different levels and structures (Reschly & Christenson, 2012; Fredricks 
et al., 2019) owing to its relevance for understanding the diversity of pathways students follow. 
In particular, research on engagement makes it possible to study the phenomena of absenteeism, 
failure and ESL in greater detail. 

Although school disengagement starts to develop in primary school, it is in secondary 
school where it becomes more visible and starts to generate difficulties in classroom manage-
ment (González & Cutanda, 2015; Salvà-Mut et al., 2014). It is a gradual process of disengage-
ment from learning and school life. It involves different factors and gradually distances students 
from a positive educational experience (Rumberger, 2011). Students in this situation are not a 
homogeneous group even though they share socio-economic, family, cultural and academic 
factors considered 'risk factors'. In a review of the state of the art, González (2017) points out 
that the heterogeneity of these students is evident and leads to different measures and support. 

On the other hand, Ramos-Díaz et al., (2016, p. 349) conclude that, „Family support and 
peer support activate general self-concept as a mediating variable which, together with the in-
fluence of teacher and family support, directly affects school engagement“. The results of this 
study reveal the important mediating role of general self-concept in the indirect influence social 
support has on school engagement. Thus, it is worth emphasising the importance of the teaching 
role (proximity, support given to students and confidence in their abilities) in motivating stu-
dents —especially those with previous negative educational experiences- and increasing their 
engagement (Truta et al., 2018; Van Houtte & Demanet, 2015). Similarly, in a recent study, Gil 
et al., (2021) first of all highlight the existence of a direct relationship between students' social-
isation skills and their commitment to the education system and, secondly, the mediating role 
played by family support in the link between students' skills and their behavioural commitment. 

Thirdly, they emphasise that the analysis of school engagement is sometimes reduced to 
measuring good school behaviour, and less observable cognitive, affective or emotional aspects 
are neglected. The work of Aina Tarabini and her team (Curran, 2017; Tarabini et al., 2019) 
suggests focusing on these three dimensions and studying them together to gain an overall view 
that might offer relevant information. Their work points out that the 'centre effect' acts on 
(dis)engagement and it follows that both the social composition and the mechanisms of 
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attention to diversity influence the process. It is important to remember, therefore, that the type 
of working dynamics followed at school can be a determining factor for engagement. 

Finally, bearing in mind that the lack of student engagement cannot be attributed to one 
single cause, it is also worth noting the importance of one of these causes, which „has to do 
with a school curriculum compartmentalised into subjects, with a very academic imprint, dis-
connected from the student's life outside school and often developed in classrooms with 'tradi-
tional' methodologies“ (González & Cutanda, 2015, p. 15). It seems logical to deduce that if 
these teaching-learning dynamics do not work in primary education, a different approach should 
be considered for secondary and vocational education and training (VET) to extend students' 
permanence in the education system and improve their academic achievements. 

Based on the relevance of engagement as a concept that allows us to address learning path-
ways and the specific processes that can lead to ESL, absenteeism and/or school failure, in this 
paper we address the concept in different FP contexts. Accordingly, we consider the relevance 
of this training as a strategic area, as a safety net (Cedefop, 2016, 2020) capable of reducing 
high ESL and school failure rates, thus favouring permanence in or a return to the education 
system. In turn, this would lead to an increase in the level of qualification of the population and 
the inclusion of young people at risk of educational exclusion in society and employment. 

Despite the role of VET as a context for reducing ESL in Spain and Europe, students' path-
ways are not monitored to determine completion or drop-out rates at this level. The lack of a 
specific indicator for ESL in VET and/or of more information in the indicators already available 
(Cedefop, 2016), together with the scarcity of research on educational practices that can prevent 
drop-out at this level in Spain (Pinya et al., 2017), makes it difficult to obtain detailed 
knowledge of the pathways students follow. On the one hand, this hinders the proposal of spe-
cific policies to help reduce ESL in these contexts. On the other, it makes it difficult to study 
VET in our education system. Thus, we believe this level of education should be valued not 
only as a preventive policy to remedy what happens in Compulsory Secondary Education and 
tackle a structural problem that affects our education system, but also as a level per se that offers 
training for a professional career. Therefore, our main aim is to analyse the learning pathways 
of BVET and IVET and compare student engagement between the two levels in all three areas: 
cognitive, affective and behavioural. We start with the hypothesis whereby the level of school 
engagement in all three areas will be higher in IVET. 

2 Method 
This presentation presents the main results obtained in the first phases of the state research 
project titled „Pathways that lead to success and drop-out in level-1 and level-2 Vocational 
Training of the education system“ (EDU2013-42854- R), led by the research group Educació i 
Ciutadania of the University of the Balearic Islands. The objectives of the project were to obtain 
new knowledge on the phenomenon of school drop-out in FP and develop action proposals to 
prevent, control and correct the phenomenon. In Valencia, the research was continued through 
the regional project titled „Pathways that lead to success and drop-out in level-1 and level-2 
Vocational Training of the education system of the province of Valencia“, funded by the Re-
gional Department of Education, Research, Culture and Sport of Valencia (GV/2018/038). 
Based on the state research project, this study consists of two phases: 

§ Statistical data analysis and mapping of student registrations for VET levels 1 and 2. 
In the province of Valencia, the available data with which we started the project is for 
the 2016-17 academic year. 

§ Three-year longitudinal questionnaire survey. In the province of Valencia, the Q1 
questionnaire was carried out during the 2016-17 academic year, Q2 was carried out 
during the 2017-18 academic year and Q3 during 2018-19. 



191 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

The data presented in this contribution corresponds specifically to the Q1 results obtained 
in the 2016-17 academic year. As for the relevance and topicality of the results presented here, 
it should be noted that the research continued until the 2018-19 academic year, when we com-
pleted the third round of questionnaires. It was from this academic year onwards that we had 
all the data, which allowed us to start the analysis strategy and study the pathways of FP stu-
dents in greater detail. Here, we aim to show the differences in student engagement between 
students studying IVET and those studying BVET, based on the general hypothesis of disen-
gagement among the latter being higher. Likewise, we must understand this work as a descrip-
tive and exploratory approach to both groups that allows an initial approach to the study of FP 
pathways from the possibilities offered by student engagement. Given the multifaceted nature 
of the concept referred to above, we have looked at some of its influences, understanding it as 
adaptation to the school context or the degree to which students are engaged with the school 
and their own learning process. Following Reschly & Christenson (2012), we can differentiate 
three dimensions of student engagement (emotional; behavioural and academic; and cognitive). 

2.1 Sample 
When designing the project, we stratified the sample according to three criteria: professional 
family; geographical distribution (inside or outside the metropolitan area of Valencia); and 
ownership of the school. In order to have as representative a sample as possible, we also in-
cluded Secondary Education Schools (in Spanish, IES) and Integrated Public Vocational Train-
ing Centres (in Spanish, CIPFP). With these stratification criteria, we started with the student 
registration data provided by the Directorate General for Vocational Training and Special Re-
gime Education (in Spanish, DGFPERE) at both level 1 (BVET) and level 2 (IVET) to choose 
the centres at which to collect data for Q1. 

According to official data, the population of our study in BVET was 5,288 students regis-
tered in the first year of BVET in the province of Valencia for the academic year 2016- 2017. 
The optimal sample design, with a confidence level of 95% and a sampling error of 3%, indi-
cated that we needed to obtain a total of 894 questionnaires. However, a total of 737 question-
naires were obtained, which gives an actual sampling error of 3.35%. The planned sampling 
points were distributed among 43 schools and 73 classes, but since two private schools chose 
not to participate in the project, the questionnaires were finally collected at 41 schools and 71 
classes. 

According to official data, the population of our study in IVET was 21,246 students regis-
tered in the first year of IVET in the province of Valencia for the academic year 2016- 2017. 
The optimal sample design, with a confidence level of 95% and a sampling error of 3%, indi-
cated that we needed to obtain a total of 1,028 questionnaires. We actually obtained 1,240 ques-
tionnaires, which gives an actual sampling error of 2.27%. The planned sampling points were 
distributed among 43 schools and 85 classes. At this level, all the centres contacted agreed to 
take part. 

2.2 Instrument 
The questionnaire (Q1) covers three dimensions of engagement (behavioural and academic, 
emotional and cognitive) through 13 sub-dimensions. The items are answered on a Likert-type 
scale with four responses possible: strongly disagree, disagree, agree and strongly agree. 

§ Behavioural and academic dimension, in reference to the level of commitment and in-
volvement the student thinks he/she shows at behavioural and academic level. This dimen-
sion is broken down into: 

- Academic effort: which refers to the level of effort each student puts into the 
tasks to be performed. 
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- Indiscipline: refers to disruptive behaviour in the classroom (misbehaviour in 
class, cheating in exams or unjustified absences). 

- Academic adherence: which measures the predilection to attend school or not. 
- Participation in leisure and free time activities outside school: in reference to 

whether they spend several hours a week (or not) on activities (sport, music, gym-
nasium, etc.). 

- Participation in extracurricular activities at school. 
§ Emotional dimension, in reference to the emotional involvement the student feels he/she has 

in their studies. This dimension is broken down into: 
- Teacher relations: focusing on how they treat, communicate with and approach 

their teachers. 
- Peer relations: in reference to their proximity and communication with the class- 

group. 
- Family support: focusing on how the family cares for and supports the students 

when they encounter difficulties and how they take an interest in their progress. 
- Perception of parental engagement: this refers to the extent to which families 

support the student in trying to succeed at school. 
§ Cognitive dimension, in reference to the commitment the student thinks he/she has with 

his/her studies at a cognitive level. This dimension is broken down into: 
- Monitoring and relevance of academic work: this concerns the completion of tasks 

and the effort put into them. 
- Future aspirations and achievements and expectations of professional results: per-

ception of their studies as a good option at a professional level and for the future. 
- Intrinsic motivation: motivation for what they are doing as a purpose in itself. 
- Professional identity: perception of how well-suited their studies are to their per-

sonal characteristics, as well as how attractive their studies are. 
There are also four other dimensions: 

§ Personal and family characteristics, which refers to variables traditionally related to 
the risk of early school leaving: sex, age and family situation, specified in the level of 
education and the employment situation of the mother and father. 

§ Studies, focusing on the educational pathway prior to FP studies when the question-
naire was taken. 

§ Employment and training pathway, related to the students' situation in employment 
and/or training, distributed monthly throughout the year before the questionnaire was 
taken 

§ Life events, which take the form of relevant events in the subject's pathway. 

2.3 Procedure 
The questionnaire was handed out on paper and completed by the students in the presence 

of at least one person from the research team and a person of reference from the school, usually 
the tutor of each group. In the 2016-2017 academic year, to which the data presented here refers, 
the questionnaire was handed out between the first and second quarters of the academic year, 
more specifically between 28 November 2016 and 17 February 2017. 

In order to identify significant differences between BVET and IVET students in each of 
the three dimensions —behavioural and academic; emotional; and cognitive— and for each of 
the sub-dimensions, different Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) were carried out. 
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3 Results 
In this section we will look at the differential analysis of the sample based on the above-

mentioned dimensions and sub-dimensions that define student engagement according to the 
reference authors (Reschly & Christenson, 2012). 

We do so by presenting the results for each of the three dimensions of engagement sepa-
rately for the sake of clarity. We also include an overall score for each of the three dimensions, 
showing the average scores in the different sub-dimensions of each dimension. 

§ Behavioural and academic dimension: 
There are significant differences worthy of mention: on the one hand, IVET students show 

greater academic effort (F(1) = 6.318, p = .012) and feel more attached to the school (F(1) = 
63.515, p < 0.001). In contrast, BVET students are perceived as significantly more undisci-
plined (F(1) = 54.913, p < 0.001) and participate more actively in extracurricular activities at 
school (F(1) = 18.485, p < 0.001). Finally, with regard to their participation in leisure and free 
time activities outside school, there are no significant differences between IVET and BVET 
students. 

The overall score is significantly higher in IVET (F(1) = 11.109, p = 0.001), which implies 
that IVET students have higher behavioural and academic engagement than BVET students. 

§ Emotional dimension 
On an emotional level, there are also significant differences (Table V): IVET students see 

themselves as having higher levels in both teacher (F(1) = 17.864, p < 0.001), and peer (F(1) = 
15.364, p < 0.001) relations. However, in relation to perceived parental commitment, signifi-
cantly higher scores were found among BVET students (F(1) = 14.248, p < 0.001). Finally, 
neither group shows significant differences in perceived family support (F(1) = 0.386, p = 
0.535). In this dimension, the overall score also shows no significant differences between the 
two samples (F(1) = 0.125, p = 0.724). 

§ Cognitive dimension 
Finally, at cognitive level, we see how IVET students have significantly higher scores in 

all the sub-dimensions, as well as in the overall score of this dimension (Table VI). Thus, IVET 
students perceive themselves as having greater control and relevance of academic work (F(1) 
= 11.951, p = 0.001), as well as greater future aspirations and achievements and expectations 
of professional results (F(1)  = 4.195, p = 0.041). They also see themselves as more motivated 
in their studies (F(1) = 46.981, p < 0.001) and more identified with the profession they are 
learning (F(1) = 41.799, p < 0.001). They also score significantly higher overall in the cognitive 
dimension, i.e., they are clearer about the profession they would like to do than BVET students 
(F(1) = 11.936, p < 0.001). 

4 Discussion 
Summarising the results obtained in relation to our general hypothesis, we see that it holds in 
several of the dimensions and sub-dimensions of student engagement, but not in all of them. 
The hypothesis is confirmed in the cognitive dimension, both at a general level and in each 
component. However, it is only partially confirmed in relation to the academic and behavioural 
dimension. It is confirmed in relation to the overall score of this dimension and in two of its 
sub-dimensions. In contrast, BVET students show higher scores for indiscipline and participa-
tion in extracurricular activities at school; and there are no significant differences in relation to 
activities outside school. However, as it is an inverse relationship between indiscipline and 
academic and behavioural engagement, the result does not refute the general hypothesis, but 
rather confirms it, albeit indirectly. 
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The results are different when it comes to student participation in extracurricular activities 
at school, as significantly more active participation is observed among BVET students. Future 
research would need to investigate this further and improve its measurement. It is very likely 
that the fact of using only one item to query these issues does not make room for the necessary 
nuances for the results to be understood. 

Finally, in relation to the emotional dimension of student engagement, the hypothesis is 
only partially confirmed, since differences appear in two of the sub-dimensions: teacher and 
peer relations. However, the hypothesis does not hold for perceived parental engagement, since 
it is seen to be significantly higher in BVET students and the overall score reveals no differ-
ences between the two sample groups. For future research, we would need to look more closely 
at these results to try to identify the elements that make their understanding possible. 

When students no longer feel like a number, but are recognised by teachers (Savelsberg et 
al., 2017), programmes become successful. This is why, as these authors remind us, second 
opportunity or equity programmes need to be comprehensive, structural and adapted to voca-
tional pathways. Whether or not programmes are flexible and adapted does not depend on teach-
ers, as education policies have been subjected to the strong neoliberal current sweeping through 
education systems (Apple, 2006). As Baroutsis et al., (2016) insist, it is important to remember 
the contextual constraints that limit teachers' performance and thus restrict students' democratic 
participation at school. 

Although when we began our research we encountered a scarcity of empirical research on 
student engagement in FP, we can now consider the possibility of carrying out a meta-analysis 
based on research in this field —such as that presented in this text— so as to go beyond local 
geographical contexts. Further research should also include teachers' perceptions and reflec-
tions on teaching styles and pedagogical practice and their relationship with student engage-
ment. 
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„The ‘Work Grammar’ Educational Documentary Film Format in the Ital-
ian VET Context (1958-1978): Some Considerations on the Evolution of Film 
Content and Language” 
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Abstract 
Context: This paper is part of my research on the birth and evolution of the „work grammar” 
VET audiovisual format in the second half of the XX century, aiming at clarifying how histor-
ical, cultural, and political circumstances have contributed to shaping a new educational dis-
course in the Italian audiovisuals for vocational training. 
Approach: The research is based on multiple approaches: A) the study of VET audiovisual 
production and policies (and their relationship to the general VET policy in Italy and the general 
background of Italian society), since the days when the „work grammars” were first issued in 
the 1950s. It is also based: B) on the attempt to analyse the cinematic discourse of these films 
through the study of their content and structure and the interpretation of the cinematic language 
they use and its evolution. 
Findings: Crossing these two approaches, some original research themes have emerged. One 
is being developed in this paper: some important developments in the content and style of the 
„work grammars” were not only consequences of intentional educational or VET policy. They 
were rather caused by the evolution of Italian society into a modern free market. 
Conclusion: The work grammars evolved (in form and content) not only under the pressure of 
Italian VET policy and of parallel didactic evolutions in other forms (e.g. traditional non-audi-
ovisual courses) of VET, but also under the influence of the laws on cinematographic produc-
tion and fruition and eventually, thanks to the advent of commercial television and the changes 
that ensued in the Italian audiovisual scenario. 

Keywords: Industrial documentary film, audiovisual for VET, post-World War II Italy, ”work 
grammar” film format, audiovisual language analysis. 

1 A documentary film format conceived for VET 
In this paper I will discuss an Italian serial film format (the „work grammar“) which consists 
of series of documentary films, conceived for training or re-training workers, in jobs or unem-
ployed. I will not mention the films produced for schools, which in Italy had and still have a 
distinct and specific nature and function. 

The „work grammars“, which were developed since the second half of the 1950s, consti-
tuted a formula that had no precedents in the panorama of documentary film in Italy. They 
consisted of thematic series of films which dealt systematically and exhaustively with the know-
how and techniques relating to various traditional trades: the construction worker, the tailor, 
the (mechanized) peasant, etc.; and to new trades: the telephone technician, the metal press 
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fitter, the motorcycle mechanic, etc., with the aim of training workers by the means of filmed 
lessons (A. Paolone, 2018a, pp. 45 -46). 

In this paper, I will focus on the analysis of three of such thematic series of documentaries 
for vocational training. They are: the „Grammatica dell'operaio edile“ (The Grammar of the 
Construction Worker), the „Grammatica della massaia“ (The Grammar of the Housewife) (both 
produced in 1961), and the „Corso per soccorritori“ (Course for Ambulance Rescuers) (1978)1. 
These documentaries are emblematic, in terms of cinematic language, of the transition from an 
old form of training film (designed for specialists), to a more modern one which is somehow 
„dual-purpose“ (for specialists, but also for the general public. Today we would say: for VET 
but also for lifelong learning). 

When the first two „work grammars“ were made, most VET documentaries in Italy were 
produced by and for the private sector. Private companies financed the production or co-pro-
duction of films for purposes ranging from workforce training, to educating citizens, to pro-
moting corporate image and advertising. Sometimes the films were also sponsored by philan-
thropic institutions (e.g., Centro per il Progresso Educativo) and think tanks (e.g., CEPES: 
Comité Européen Pour le Progrès Economic et Social) (Paolone, 2018a, p. 34). Since produc-
tions depended above all on funding from industry, in this period VET documentaries in Italy 
fell under the broader title of „industrial films“ or „work films“ (Verdone, 1961). From a filmo-
logical point of view, at the time of the „Grammatica della Massaia“, few film and pedagogy 
scholars had tried to systematize the analysis of this sector. 

In Italy there were studies on films for schools (e.g., Laporta, 1957), but almost nothing on 
films for lifelong learning. Mario Verdone stands out, with his studies on what he calls „Cinema 
del Lavoro“ (1961). In Verdone's technical nomenclature, the industrial documentary for VET 
and lifelong learning is defined as „tecno-film“; he indicates Filippo Paolone 2 as the main Ital-
ian representative of the genre (Verdone, 1993, p.47). In this sense, Paolone is credited by Ver-
done for inventing the „work grammar” film format. 

The „work grammars” were invented under the pressure of the needs related to industrial 
and economic reconstruction (such films are among the „consequences” of the Italian law on 
work and training n. 264 of 1949, meant to ease the economic crisis which followed the Second 
World War) (Ghergo, 2009, pp. 35-44). The type of VET implied by law 264, helped to shape 
the form of the „work grammars”, which were created to meet the educational and professional 
needs linked to that law and to the economic, social and productive scenario which stood in its 
background. 

In the following years, the „work grammars” evolved (in form and content), not only under 
the pressure of Italian VET policy and of parallel didactic evolutions of other forms (e.g. tradi-
tional, non-audiovisual courses) of VET, but also under the influence of the Italian laws on 
cinematographic production and fruition and ultimately, under the influence of the advent of 
commercial television and the changes that ensued in the Italian audiovisual scenario. 

Therefore, in Italy the evolution of the form and contents of VET films did not only strictly 
depend on general VET pedagogical achievements, and developments in actual teaching, as 
regulated in the laws on training and work, but also depended on the dynamics of the market 
(e.g. the advent of commercial television) and their transformative impact on the consumption 
of audiovisuals products. 

In this paper I will shortly analyse this phenomenon by looking in particular at the way in 
which, under the pressure of the laws on film industry and of the end of State TV (RAI) 

 
 

1   These films can be wiewed on Youtube at the following addresses: https://youtu.be/ZrRubxzdNqE ; https://youtu.be/izbEkZiV10g 
2  Filippo Paolone (1917-1993) was a screenwriter and film director, especially active in the field of documentary film. He has directed 

over 200 documentaries and hundreds of television broadcasts. He also elaborated a filmological theory which he exhibited in three 
books (1958, 1959, 1983) and in a series of academic articles. 
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monopoly, the screenplays of the „work grammars” changed in the period between 1961 and 
1978, passing from very schematic, and focused on the teaching of work practices (in which 
cinematic elements such as dramaturgical storytelling and actors were rare), to new forms 
which progressively incorporated more and more of such elements. 

2 The legislative background of VET in Italy, in the days of the early „work grammars“  
The „work grammars” were born in the second half of the 50s, when in Italy a system of voca-
tional training, initiated through various legislative interventions since the end of the 1940s, 
was developing. Legally speaking, in Italy the vocational training system following the Second 
World War was based on two articles of the 1947 Constitution: art. 35 declares the commitment 
of the State to create and have vocational training carried out, while article 117 gives to the 
autonomous regions (which were implemented after 1970) the task of providing for the concrete 
establishment and functioning of this particular type of training process, albeit within the ambit 
of the general principles indicated by the laws of the State (the actual relocation to the regions 
has been thoroughly implemented only in 1978). 

According to some scholars (Bertagna, 2006, p. 38) the fact that the art. 35 is inserted in 
part I, title III of the Constitution (entitled to economic relations) means that the vocational 
training referred to in the Constitutional Charter is that which takes place in the companies. 
Therefore, when the article speaks of that training, it intends it not so much at the service of the 
integral maturation of the person, but at the service of work, which has as its aim the improve-
ment of the company work processes, involving the entrepreneur and the improvement of the 
professional position and salary of the worker. It is with this same intention that in the „work 
grammars”, introduced since the end of the 50s, the educational element is less important, while 
the structure is mainly didactic and aimed at teaching work techniques. 

It is in the wake of the Constitution that, in order to alleviate the dramatic unemployment 
emergency of the post-war period, Law n. 264, which deals with the qualification of the unem-
ployed and the requalification of the employed, was introduced in 1949 (Colletta, p. 599 and 
following; Pergolesi, 1974, p. 277 and following). All in all, a valid law, which subsequent 
scholars have often judged negatively. It would be more constructive to criticize its inappropri-
ate use in irrelevant contexts. In fact, until the framework law of 1978 (which has revolutionized 
the system, transferring vocational training to the regions), law 264 has remained the main 
legislation on the subject, and the reference standard for the start-up, structuring and consoli-
dation of the out-of-school vocational training system. 

3 The Law 264 and its influence on the „work grammars“ 
In the articles 53-56, Law 264 also regulates the retraining of the workforce. Law 264, in fact, 
provides for industrial companies which employ at least 1,000 employees, the possibility of 
organising training courses for workers younger than 45 years of age. 

Similarly, industrial companies with less than 1,000 employees, can request to organise 
intra-company courses, provided that 2/3 of the workers wish to attend them (art. 53). The 
purpose of these courses is especially to avoid the dismissal of workers by trying to adapt their 
professional skills to the changed production needs. 

The authorization process for the courses followed this path: the companies addressed a 
„documented request“ to the Ministry of Labor through the Labor Inspectorates, which ex-
pressed an opinion on the appropriateness of the course and on the rationality of its organisation. 
The Ministry granted the authorization in agreement with the Minister for the Treasury and for 
Industry. 

The management responsibility of the courses fell on the companies that implemented 
them; the students who obtained the qualification were employed by the companies within the 
limits of their possibilities (art. 55). While the sponsoring companies were left with the burden 
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of expenses for the provision, the equipment (including any audiovisual supports, such as the 
„work grammars“) and the functioning of the courses. 

It is precisely in this context that some Italian entrepreneurs active in the think tank of the 
ECSC (European Community for Steel and Coal): the CEPES (European Committee for Edu-
cational and Social Progress) and led by the then president of the institution, the CEO of FIAT 
Vittorio Valletta, appointed documentary film maker Filippo Paolone to study a new audiovis-
ual format for vocational training (De Dominicis & Pinto, 1986, p.97). The documentaries 
would have been sponsored, in principle, by the same companies that intended to train their 
employees. This was the stimulus to produce: the Grammar of the Tractor Driver (1958, spon-
sored by Esso Italia), the Grammar of the Motorcycle Mechanic (1959, sponsored by Guzzi) 
the Grammar of Industrial Tailoring (1962, sponsored by Necchi), and many more. This format 
conceived by Paolone would have been taken up by other authors on behalf of other companies 
and would have spread in the 60s, before being transformed by the influence of television, 
which in the meantime had become one of the main channels for showing them. 

RAI TV broadcasts had begun in 1954 in a monopoly regime, justified among other things 
by the fact that the state broadcaster performed public service functions, aimed at supporting 
the national educational system in the work of broadcasting educational content on the whole 
national territory (Anania, 2021). For this reason, on November 25, 1958, the RAI sector known 
as „Telescuola“ (tele-school) was inaugurated. The early courses had a „replacement“ nature: 
that is, they were aimed at allowing children residing in localities without secondary schools to 
complete the compulsory education cycle. On November 15, 1960, the famous „Telescuola“ 
course for illiterate adults „It's never too late“ taught by Alberto Manzi began. On 16 October 
1961 in Rome, in the new building of the Telescuola Center, two television studios went into 
operation. The Unified Middle School television courses had begun. Educational programming 
would be strengthened in February 1967 with the beginning of the adult education television 
broadcasts of the „Sapere“ (knowledge) series and the launch, a few months later, of new broad-
casts which performed an „integrative“ rather than a substitutive function of the normal school 
education. It is in this context that RAI began, as a public service, to broadcast the first televised 
„work grammars“. They were made available to all citizens, and anyone could use them indi-
vidually, or they could act as a support for institutional courses organized for example by the 
autonomous regions, as in the case of the „Course for Ambulance Rescuers“ which we will 
discuss shortly. 

After the RAI reform of 1975, Telescuola was discontinued and the DSE, School Education 
Department, was created in its place, being active until 1995. 

4 The new „work grammars” for television 
The DSE was the cradle of many „television grammars“ which were co-produced by the public 
service (RAI-DSE) and by other stakeholders in the field of VET. In this new guise, grammars 
lost their original name of „work grammars“ and became thematic series of training documen-
taries, aimed at several different users at the same time: no longer aimed only at specialists (e.g. 
skilled workers) but also at the general public, to whom the introductory sections of the docu-
mentaries were dedicated, with the intention of explaining the subject matter to everyone, in 
order to open up new cognitive and operational possibilities for them (F. Paolone, 1983, p. 89). 

Examples of this are the series for the professional training of paramedics co-produced by 
RAI DSE and various Italian hospitals, and broadcast in the evening by the state television 
channels between the end of the 70s and the 80s. In such series, on the one hand, paramedics 
were trained in new therapies and medical protocols; on the other hand, the general public was 
being informed about the existence of these new therapeutic possibilities, with a view to the 
permanent health education of citizens. 
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Among these TV series, the aforementioned Course for Ambulance Rescuers from 1978, 
and many other „medical“ grammars, including the „Update themes for paediatric nurses“ in 
11 instalments, 1982 - RAI 1; the „Update topics for professional nurses“ in 14 instalments 
1984 - RAI 3 ; the „Update topics for paediatric nurses 2nd series“ in 12 instalments - 1983 
broadcast on RAI 1; and finally „Cancer as a social disease“ in 5 instalments -1985, RAI 1, all 
of them directed by Filippo Paolone. 

The new „twofold” educational target (specialists and general public) could be reached 
because these television documentaries had lost the strictly specialistic approach of the early 
work grammars, which had been based on screenplays devoid of any element extraneous to the 
simple teaching of work skills. 

This early form of „work grammars“ had in fact progressively become more complex and 
enriched with elements from other types of documentaries, such as dramaturgical storytelling, 
the presence of actors - the possibility of such upgrades had been theoretically devised by Paul 
Rotha- (Rotha, 1939) and some spectacular scenes, used to connect the didactic parts of the 
film. 

In the context of Italian VET history, such changes were not planned by policymakers but, 
as I have already mentioned, they were the result of the evolutionary history of the „work gram-
mars“, under the pressure of factors that are not restricted and limited to the needs of teaching 
vocational training, but which derive, as we will see in the following pages, from the Italian 
national legislation on cinema and from the dynamics of the audiovisual market, which in Italy 
has become much more complex and lively with the advent of commercial television, starting 
from the end of the 1970s (Piazzoni, 2014). 

In such new context, the state television broadcaster RAI (former monopolist) found itself 
for the first time competing on the free market with commercial televisions, and in order not to 
lose its audience and advertising revenues (Livolsi, 2005), was forced to transform its schedule 
in the sense of approaching the contents of its commercial competitors. 

For this reason, the televised „work grammars” had to incorporate some elements of dra-
matic and spectacular storytelling, so as not to be too „boring“ for viewers and not induce them 
to change the channel in search of more interesting programmes. This is evident in the TV series 
„Corso per soccorritori“ (1978), in which, for example, action scenes are inserted, with road 
accidents and ambulances whizzing by with sirens blaring, mimicking the analogous scenes in 
Italian-style detective films, at the time in full blooming. 

However, this process of „spectacularizing“ had already begun since the 50s, long before 
the arrival of commercial TV, and rather under the impulse of the law on cinema known as the 
„Andreotti law“3 which provided for the screening in cinemas of documentaries produced in 
Italy, in combination with a feature film, of which they would have shared the revenues. This 
had progressively encouraged documentary authors to change their style in pursuit of a wider 
audience, in order not to lose the economic opportunities offered by this new law (Beltrame 
2016). 

Thus, the evolution of „work grammars” towards spectacularization had already begun by 
the 50s, and the elements they later absorbed from television, in this sense were not a complete 
novelty. 

 
 

3  The Andreotti Law (Law 29 December 1949, n. 958) established the essential requirements that every short film must have: a duration 
of no less than 250 meters (about 9 minutes of projection, at 24 fps ) and no more than 2000 meters in length ( 73 minutes of projection). 
From the point of view of revenues, each feature film distributed in theaters was combined with a „short film produced in Italy“ (which 
could also be an industrial documentary) to be screened before the feature film, and which would share the profits with the latter. In this 
sense, the law provided for the concession (subject to the opinion of a Technical Committee) of a contribution equal to 3% of the gross 
earnings of the shows in which the documentary. 
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5 The stages of development towards „spectacularization“: some emblematic examples 
In the first „work grammar” examined here: the „Grammar of the construction worker“ of 1961, 
which had been intended simply as a support for VET courses and aimed only at skilled work-
ers, the use of actors was limited. Those who were framed, were in fact only „film extras“ to 
show the technical movements necessary for the lesson to be done. The thematic backbone of 
such early films was not constituted by a story, but by the sequence of the technical activities 
which were taught. 

Instead in the following series, the „Grammar of the housewife“, intended for screening in 
VET courses and in cinemas, in combination with features films, the actors, in addition to car-
rying out technical activities (e.g. use and maintenance of modern household appliances), were 
included in a more articulated narrative, aimed at involving all spectators. This is because the 
film was also shown to the general public thanks to the aforementioned „Andreotti“ law. 

The actress who plays the role of the housewife shows viewers how to use modern house-
hold appliances. But the type of involvement she must create for the „generalist“ public found 
in theatres is different from that necessary for an audience of specialists, found in the more 
„technical“ grammars. 

To involve a housewife in watching the film, the logic of mere technical actions presented 
on the screen was not sufficient: it was also necessary to present a story and characters with 
which the „spectator“ housewife could identify. Therefore, in the series we can glimpse a timid 
„dramaturgical“ storytelling as well as the presentation of the technical actions to be learned. 
Such actions were now embedded in a narrative discourse, in which „real“ characters created 
interest for the viewers. 

Once the main authors of VET documentaries (Besides Filippo Paolone, we cite by way of 
example Giuliano Tomei) learned this type of approach, they continued to use it in various 
forms also in subsequent „work grammars”. 

If „The Grammar of the Housewife“ shows the changes that have occurred in the content 
and form of the „grammars“ due to their diffusion to a wider cinematographic audience, the 
„Course for Ambulance Rescuers“ (1978, prototype of the numerous RAI DSE grammars with 
medical content which followed), shows the changes that took place when such films were 
intended for television, at a time when RAI was no longer a TV monopolist in Italy. 

In this series of documentaries for training paramedics, each different pathology to be 
taught is presented through a form of narration, which often draws on the language of the feature 
film. Furthermore, as already mentioned, there are action scenes that act as a glue between the 
various didactic moments present in each episode. The series, co-produced by RAI DSE and 
the Gaslini hospital in Genoa, was used as a basis for training courses for ambulance staff in 
the Liguria region. In this regard, the videotapes were shown during the lessons of those 
courses. But dealing with a subject of public utility (first aid skills) RAI broadcast the „Course 
for Rescuers“ several times in its evening programmes, while the competing commercial TVs 
were broadcasting entertainment programmes. In this sense, in order not to disperse its audience 
due to competition from other TV channels, RAI recommended that the authors of documen-
taries make them more interesting for the general public, adopting formal elements inspired by 
genre cinema (Paolone, 1983, p.85). However this „war of the audience“ between RAI DSE 
(which broadcast programs for training) and private commercial televisions, (based on pure 
entertainment shows to attract advertising), finally led to the disappearance of this type of hy-
brid documentary, half for the training of technicians, half for the general public. In its place, 
new formats of cultural dissemination broadcasts, of a more journalistic nature, emerged on the 
RAI programming. The „work grammars” in their original meaning have since then returned to 
the mainstream of specialized company training, from which they had started in the 1950s. 

This „narrative turn“ of training documentaries (and in particular of „work grammars“) has 
had various consequences. We will focus here on the more strictly pedagogical ones. From this 
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point of view, there has no longer been the exclusive use of that form of display of contents that 
Jerome S. Bruner would have defined: paradigmatic (it communicates the	„truth” through ar-
guments	and is susceptible of	being	verified) typical of the „no frills” didactics that these doc-
umentaries had in the first phase of their history. Another form was added to this previous, 
which Bruner himself would have defined „narrative“ (it uses the story not to establish the truth, 
but rather to establish likelihood) (Bruner, 1993, p.15). The result (to use Bruner's terminology) 
is that of having a text (in this case a documentary film) with a more articulate educational 
structure (Bruner, 2005, p.23). 

So, with reference to the „work grammars”, we can conclude that their formal evolution, 
although influenced by the laws of the free market was, educationally speaking, fruitful. The 
original form based on the mere teaching of „doing“ has gradually been joined by a more com-
plex and articulated structure, bearer of broader educational contents. 
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Abstract 
Purpose: This article draws on the dissertation (Ryökkynen, 2023), which addresses the needs 
and expectations of the marginalisation (two per cent) of vocational students in Finland. The 
study participants are students who have severe learning difficulties, disabilities or serious 
health problems and thus need intensive special support for their studying. The dissertation 
aims to give them a voice to understand what elements of support would enhance their studying, 
sense of belonging and would be at the core of good vocational education and training (VET). 
Methods: The studies summarised in the dissertation used multiple methods (content analysis, 
narratives positioning and actantial analysis). The multiple methods have answered different 
research questions. However, their primary aim has been to support the core qualitative-driven 
approach, the overarching research questions, and the dissertation's aim. Combining several 
methods, the study sought a holistic understanding of students’ perceptions. 
Findings: The participants’ needs and expectations culminated in understanding. Understand-
ing teachers, employers, parents, and friends created the foundation for students’ success in 
vocational studying. It supported their sense of belonging and created the foundations for good 
VET. The VET system should provide enough time for students to form and re-form their per-
ceptions of themselves as young people, as a student and as a member of the workplace and 
society. The findings addressed that VET is more than a qualifying, competence-based, subject-
oriented and effective student system. It has a solid socialising and subjectification domain 
which means that the whole VET system and its teachers function as inductors into workplaces, 
as well as into everyday life and society. 
Conclusion: The study argues that understanding students’ special needs is essential though 
insufficient, and the concept of understanding should be elaborated and elucidated. Although 
different individually tailored measures and methods of special support and guidance make 
apparent that understanding is essential for the success of students with special needs, the study 
suggests that recognition is the most fundamental element in enhancing students’ studying and 
sense of belonging. This means that the significant others depict the students in a broad-minded 
and positive way, not only as students with special needs but as students with valuable skills 
and knowledge. 

Keywords: vocational education and training, special education, belonging, theory of recogni-
tion 

1 Introduction 
The aim of the dissertation (Ryökkynen, 2023) summarised in the article is to gain a deeper 
understanding of the elements of support that Finnish vocational students who receive intensive 



204 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

learning support perceive as the most relevant for enhancing their studying, sense of belonging 
and what would create the domains for good VET. The research consisted of three studies 
(Ryökkynen et al., 2020, 2022a, 2022b) in which the students and their experiences, expecta-
tions and needs created the core. 

Improving the social and educational position of people with learning difficulties and dis-
abilities has been the main objective of international and national policies (Kauppila et al., 
2020). The measures to improve their situation have systematically focused on education and 
are based on the view that improving educational opportunities will make these people more 
independent and employable (Kauppila et al., 2018). Even so, the employment rate and social 
participation of disabled people are still low (Sjöblom, 2016). Remarkably, the number of per-
sons with some chronic disease or disability which has subjective effects on their working abil-
ity or employment is about 600 000 in Finland (Mäkinen, 2021). Thus, it is increasingly im-
portant to determine what elements enhance their studying, sense of belonging and create the 
premise for good VET. 

The Finnish education system aims to leave no one behind. According to the Act on VET 
(531/2017, 61§), students in VET are entitled to receive teaching and guidance to achieve pro-
fessional skills and knowledge consistent with the qualification requirements. Furthermore, 
they are entitled to special and intensive special support (Act on VET 531/2017, 64§; 65§) if 
they have learning difficulties, disabilities or serious health problems and therefore need long-
term and regular special support. Intensive special support is intended for students with severe 
learning difficulties, disabilities, or serious health problems. It is provided in vocational insti-
tutions, called vocational special education colleges, mandated for this: five Finnish- and one 
Swedish-language vocational college. Six general vocational colleges have a restricted mandate 
to provide intensive special support for their students. Thirteen per cent of all Finnish vocational 
students needed special support, and two per cent intensive special support for their studying 
during 2018-2020 (Vipunen - Education Statistics Finland, n.d.). 

First, the significance of the study (Ryökkynen, 2023) summarised in the article derives 
from the importance of investigating the needs and expectations of students with special edu-
cational needs. They represent the 2% minority of Finnish vocational students, and their expe-
riences might not be heard, are marginalised or shunted off. Furthermore, the students’ study 
paths might have been intensively supported and guided since their primary education years, 
maybe even earlier (Hakala et al., 2013; Niemi, 2014; Niemi & Kurki, 2014). Therefore, it is 
essential to listen to their voice. 

Secondly, though Finnish VET is closely connected with the workforce and even though 
many employers lack skilled workers, students with intensive special needs have difficulties in 
finding their place in the labour market: Only a quarter of the students with initial vocational 
qualification do paid work after their VET studying (Vipunen -Education Statistics Finland, 
n.d.). Finland promotes justice through education for all, but it seems that the labour market is 
not equal. However, those in less competitive groups, like the partially disabled or with special 
needs, are often excluded from the labour market (Kuptsch & Charest, 2021; Mäkinen, 2021). 

Thirdly, there is a lack of scholarly knowledge of the VET system providing intensive 
special support as national and international VET research has focused on the pedagogical prac-
tices and methods of the general vocational education system (Wheelahan, 2020). The study 
provides students’ perspectives on the issues. The overarching research questions are: 

RQ1) Of vocational students receiving intensive special learning support, which elements 
do they perceive as enhancing their studying? 
RQ2) Of vocational students receiving intensive special learning support, which elements 
do they perceive as enhancing their sense of belonging? 
RQ3) What are the students’ perceptions of what constitutes the elements of good VET? 
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2 Theoretical background 
Theory of recognition (Honneth, 1995; Taylor, 1994), sense of belonging (e.g., Baumeister 

& Leary, 1995; Lucas & Dyrenforth, 2006; Pirskanen et al., 2020; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014; 
Stewart, 2013; Sun et al., 2020) and good education (Biesta, 2010, 2020) create the theoretical 
core of the dissertation. Next, these approaches are introduced in an outline. 

2.1 Theory of recognition 
Honneth (1995) stated that the whole human life is a struggle for recognition. Human agency 
is constituted in and through relationships with others. When we talk about how others see us, 
how others treat us, or how we should treat others and acknowledge each other in everyday life, 
we are talking about recognition. Honneth’s theory of recognition which is the most significant 
theory in the study operates in three spheres: Emotional, cognitive and social (See Figure 1). 
One’s formation as an ethical subject and agent is dependent on the responsiveness of signifi-
cant others concerning care for one’s needs and emotions (emotional support), respect for one’s 
moral and legal dignity as a member of society (cognitive respect), and esteem for one’s social 
achievements, abilities and traits (social esteem). These spheres of recognition are coupled with 
three aspects of practical self-relation: (1) Self-confidence; (2) Self-respect; (3) Self-esteem. 
Self-confidence depends on emotional support, self-respect on cognitive respect and self-es-
teem on social esteem. (Honneth, 1995; Laitinen, 2003; van den Brink & Owen, 2007.) 
 
Figure 1  Honneth’s (1995) modes of recognition 

 

2.2 Sense of belonging 
Earlier studies have demonstrated that social interactions and sense of belonging are essential 
parts of human life. Individuals cannot flourish nor function alone (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 
1995; Lucas & Dyrenforth, 2006; Pirskanen et al., 2020; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014; Stewart, 
2013; Sun et al., 2020). Social relations have a powerful effect on our happiness and other 
aspects of well-being (Ikäheimo & Laitinen, 2011; Laitinen, 2003; Taylor, 1994). Our funda-
mental needs are to belong and to be recognised by significant others (Honneth, 1995). As 
presented in Figure 2, a vocational student’s sense of belonging is composed in many ways. It 
relates to many objects of attachment through different situations in different learning environ-
ments and everyday life (May, 2013). These complex interactions between environmental and 
personal factors hinder or promote a student’s sense of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006). The 
feelings of external connectedness are grounded in the context or referent group to whom the 
student chooses, wants, and feels permission to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Honneth, 
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1995; Leary, 2001; Mahar et al., 2013). Shame and pride as social emotions are closely related 
to the student's social bonds and sense of belonging. Social emotions are both experiences and 
are instrumental for academic achievement and personal growth (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Gar-
cia, 2014). Experiencing excessive anxiety about school assignments and social relationships 
can hamper a student’s academic performance and negatively influence his or her psychological 
and physical health (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014). 
 
Figure 2 Elements of sense of belonging in education 

 
 

2.3 Good education – qualification, socialization and subjectification 
The third theoretical approach used in the dissertation to deepen the understanding of students’ 
needs and expectations is Biesta’s (2010, 2020) domains for good education. The domains are 
qualification, socialization and subjectification, which could be represented as concentric cir-
cles (See Figure 3). First, the aim of the Finnish VET is that students learn skills and knowledge 
according to the vocational qualification requirements which are implemented in curriculums. 
This creates the qualification domain of VET. Second, attaining a vocational qualification pro-
vides a particular way of (re)presenting the world. This forms the socialization domain of VET, 
which is explicitly connected with the worker citizen’s identity and position in society, as the 
Finnish VET system emphasises labour market needs and students’ employability in its dis-
course. Third, the subjectification domain of VET impacts students as individuals by enhancing 
or restricting their capacities and capabilities. Biesta (2015, 2021) states that there is a range of 
ways in which human beings exist, and education should instead be about opening up these 
options than only providing students with the position of the learner or the worker on the labour 
market. Defining the constitution of good VET necessitates acknowledging all these three do-
mains of education because when we engage with one dimension, we always impact others 
(Biesta, 2010, 2020). 
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Figure 3  Domains of good VET (Ref. Biesta, 2010, 2020). 

 

3 Methods 
Because the participants in the study were students who represent the minority of Finnish vo-
cational students and whose study paths are intensively guided and supported, this study was 
qualitative and interpretative by nature but also emancipatory and critical. It means that VET 
was considered to be much more than vocational qualifications and measurable outcomes. VET 
was seen as a starting point for social equality and democracy though it can also be among the 
leading causes of inequality (Beach & Sernhede, 2011; Kalalahti et al., 2020; Power, 2012). 
VET may have essential inclusive functions in providing alternative learning careers for people, 
supporting their study motivation and vocational identities (Larsen & Thunqvist, 2018). Nev-
ertheless, it seems that the expansion of education does not significantly impact relative social 
class disadvantages (Lynch, 2019; Mattila, 2020). Disabled people, people with special needs 
and other less competitive groups, have challenges in both employment and social participation 
(Kuptsch & Charest, 2021; Mäkinen, 2021; Sjöblom, 2016). 

The study paradigm is grounded on social constructionism, according to which truth is 
constructed through social interactions as vocational students engage with the world and each 
other (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). The ontological dimension of social constructionism as-
sumes that reality is a social construct generated from multiple negotiations of interpretations 
people give the world (Sandu, 2016). ‘Social constructionism holds that individuals seek to 
make meaning of their lives and that the researcher has to examine the question through multi-
ple lenses of the individuals involved, to obtain the definition of the situation, to see how they 
make sense of their situation and to focus on interactions, contexts, environments and biog-
raphies’ (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 23). Therefore, the study uses multiple methods to strive for a 
holistic understanding of students’ needs and expectations. 

Study 1 (Ryökkynen et al., 2020) was directed at students’ experiences in interacting with 
their teachers and the guidance they received. It used semi-structured interviews and content 
analysis to investigate the students’ descriptions of interacting with their teachers. Study 2 
(Ryökkynen et al., 2022a) concentrated on the students’ definitions of good VET by reflecting 
on their narratives with Biesta’s (2010, 2020) domains of good education: qualification, social-
ization and subjectification. As an analytical tool for Study 2 (Ryökkynen et al., 2022a), narra-
tives positioning analysis was chosen because it provided an opportunity to examine and inter-
pret the participants’ narratives as social actions in the VET context where they have been told 
(Bamberg, 1997; Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008). The third study (Ryökkynen et al., 
2022b) focused on the dynamics of social emotions and social bonds between students and 
teachers. A case story of each student interview was written to deepen the understanding of the 
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elements enhancing students studying and social belonging. Study 3 (Ryökkynen et al., 2022b) 
used Greimas’ actantial model as an analysis tool to recognise the actors in the case stories and 
to scrutinise the thematics of pride and shame between these actors (Greimas, 1983; Schleifer 
& Harré, 1987). Table 1 introduces a summary of the focus, keywords, data and data collection, 
methods of the analysis and research questions in Studies 1-3. 
 
Table 1 
A summary of the focus, keywords, data and data collection, methods of the analysis and re-
search questions in Studies 1-3 
 

Study Focus Keywords Data & data 
collection 

Methods of the 
analysis 

Research ques-
tions 

Study 1 
Interaction be-
tween students 
and class teachers 
in vocational ed-
ucation and train-
ing: ’Safety dis-
tance is needed’ 

 

The experiences 
of students with 
special educa-
tional needs. In-
teraction between 
a student and a 
class teacher. The 
guidance pro-
vided. 

VET; interaction; 
critical peda-
gogy;  
guidance; power;  
social justice; 
content analysis 
 

Semi-structured 
interviews 
(N=11) as mp3 
format 11h, tran-
scribed. 
 

Content analysis 
(Krippendorff 
1980; Schreier 
2012) 
 

RQ1) How do 
VET students re-
ceiving intensive 
special support 
describe the in-
teraction with 
their class 
teacher? 
RQ2) What is the 
purpose and ori-
entation of the in-
teraction accord-
ing to students? 
RQ3) What guid-
ance is provided 
in the interaction 
between students 
and class teach-
ers? 

Study 2 
Learning about 
special educa-
tional needs stu-
dents’ experi-
ences of qualifi-
cation, socializa-
tion and subjecti-
fication in Finn-
ish vocational ed-
ucation and train-
ing: A narrative 
approach. 

Students’ experi-
ences of good 
VET: qualifica-
tion, socialization 
and subjectifica-
tion (Biesta 2010, 
2020). 

 

VET; intensive 
special support; 
qualification; so-
cialization; sub-
jectification 

 

Semi-structured 
interviews 
(N=18) as mp3 
format 5.5 h, 
transcribed 

 

Deductive con-
tent analysis (Elo 
& Kyngäs, 2008). 
Narratives’ posi-
tioning (Bam-
berg, 1997, 
2004a, 2004b; 
Bamberg and 
Georgakopoulou, 
2008) 

RQ) To what ex-
tent are Biesta’s 
dimensions of 
good education - 
qualification, so-
cialization, and 
subjectification - 
audible in the 
narratives of Fin-
land’s VET spe-
cial educational 
needs students? 

Study 3 
From the shade 
into the sun: Ex-
ploring pride and 
shame in students 
with special 
needs in Finnish 
VET. 

 

Social belonging 
and emotions of 
shame and pride 
in students’ de-
scriptions. 

 

VET; special ed-
ucational needs; 
social emotions; 
social belonging; 
student voices 

Semi-structured 
interviews 
(N=11) as mp3 
format 11h, tran-
scribed. 

 

Abductive con-
tent analysis 
(Brinkmann, 
2014; Rinehart, 
2021; Timmer-
mans & Tavory, 
2012); Greimas’ 
actantial model 
(1983) 

RQ1) What expe-
riences related to 
the dynamics of 
pride and shame 
did students nar-
rate in their so-
cial bonds with 
their class teach-
ers? 
RQ2) What do 
these experiences 
tell us about par-
ticipants and 
about their activ-
ity and needs? 
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Overall research 
questions 

RQ1) Of vocational students receiving intensive special learning support, which elements do they per-
ceive as enhancing their studying?; RQ2) Of vocational students receiving intensive special learning 
support, which elements do they perceive as enhancing their sense of belonging?; RQ3) What are the 
students’ perceptions of what constitutes the elements of good VET? 

 

4 Results 
Studies 1 and 3 (Ryökkynen et al., 2020, 2022b) explored the elements enhancing stu-

dents’ studying and sense of belonging. All three Studies (Ryökkynen 2020, 2022a, 2022b) 
investigated the students’ perceptions of good VET. To achieve the aim of the dissertation, 
the focus of Study 1 (Ryökkynen et al., 2020) was directed towards the interaction between a 
class teacher and a student. Study 2 (Ryökkynen et al., 2022a) reflects the students’ experi-
ences on Biesta’s domains of good education, qualification, socialization and subjectification 
(Biesta, 2010, 2020) and contributes to the discussion about what is good VET. Study 3 
(Ryökkynen et al., 2022b) investigates the dynamics of social emotions and social bonds be-
tween students and class teachers. These individual studies propose more nuanced questions 
to further explore the overarching research questions: RQ1) Of vocational students receiving 
intensive special learning support, which elements do they perceive as enhancing their study-
ing? RQ2) Of vocational students receiving intensive special learning support, which ele-
ments do they perceive as enhancing their sense of belonging? RQ3) What are the students’ 
perceptions of what constitutes the elements of good VET? Next, the results are summarised. 

4.1 Elements enhancing studying 
Two significant elements emerged in Studies 1 and 3 (Ryökkynen et al., 2020, 2022b) perti-
nent to enhancing students’ studying: 1) Understanding, support and guidance; 2) Students’ 
ability to see positive development. Studies 1 and 3 (Ryökkynen et al., 2020, 2022b) showed 
that students who received intensive learning support adapted their voices. They had very 
modest expectations for their career and future. The study participants spoke highly about 
their teachers and appreciated their opportunity to study and gain vocational competence. 
They respected understanding and helpful teachers, teaching staff and work-life representa-
tives who had enough time. It seemed that students needed repeated opportunities to be ac-
cepted as themselves in different learning environments and among their peers in the school 
and the workforce. 

It was not only teachers’, teaching staff’s and peers’ actions and understanding which were 
significant for students’ success in their studying and social interactions but their ability to 
allow themselves success and to receive respect. Many participants in the study had encoun-
tered bullying and exclusion in their earlier studying. Hence, they had difficulties accepting and 
believing someone would appreciate their efforts and performance. The results demonstrated 
that studying at a vocational special college had given students a new start, a turning point in 
their lives. If a student could seize this chance, then his or her story was embedded in pride; if 
not, shame was a powerful element of the student’s story. 

4.2 Elements enhancing sense of belonging 
Studies 1 and 3 (Ryökkynen et al., 2020, 2022b) explored the elements enhancing students’ 
sense of belonging intertwined with the elements enhancing their studying. Two themes 
emerged: 1) Understanding, support and guidance; 2) Social and subjective domains of educa-
tion. 

Teachers’ understanding, support and guidance were needed to bolster students with spe-
cial educational needs to see their opportunities and value. The question was not only about 
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career conversations related to students’ vocational qualifications and professional careers but 
also about what was recognised as an acceptable form of being, doing and dreaming. 

It became apparent in both studies that the VET system should provide enough time for 
students to form and re-form their perceptions of themselves as young people, as a student and 
as a member of the workplace and society. The results of Studies 1 and 3 (Ryökkynen et al., 
2020, 2022b) addressed that it is essential to see the teaching profession and the whole meaning 
of the VET more broadly as a qualifying, competence-based, subject-orientated and effective 
system and as a socializing and subjectificating element in students’ lives. This means an op-
portunity to figure out who is a student among others and what is a good life for them. 

4.3 Elements of good VET 
Students’ definition of good VET could be compacted into four topics: 1) Understanding, 2) 
time and presence, 3) subjective and social empowerment, and 4) vocational qualification. 
The essential element that emerged in Studies 1, 2 and 3 (Ryökkynen et al., 2020, 2022a, 
2022b) was teachers’ and other stakeholders’ understanding attitude. The study participants 
highlighted teachers’ and other VET stakeholders’ help and support to attain the qualification 
requirements of VET and the workforce and to strengthen their social skills and sense of be-
longing. The findings indicated that students need time and presence, which contradicts the 
Finnish VET policy, which emphasises efficacy, efficiency and agility. The results of the 
studies demonstrated that the students wanted to belong, to be understood, valued and re-
spected by their teachers, employers and peers. They appreciated individual solutions and spe-
cial educational support in their studying. However, they wanted to be part of the students’ 
community and to live, learn and work like any other young person. The socialization and 
subjectification domains of education were emphasised in the results of the studies even 
though students respected the vocational qualification they received. It seemed that the voca-
tional qualification also served the purposes of socialization and subjectification, as it bol-
stered the students’ self-confidence and sense of belonging in the workforce and society. 

5 Conclusions 
The study (Ryökkynen, 2023) aims to gain a deeper understanding of the elements of support 
that vocational students who receive intensive learning support perceive as the most relevant 
to enhance their studying, sense of belonging and what would create the domains of good 
VET. The results of the three studies summarised in the dissertation indicate that the essential 
element enhancing students’ studying, their sense of belonging, and what would create the 
foundation for good VET culminates in understanding. Students who receive intensive special 
support for their studying need enough time to attain both vocational, subjective and social 
competence needed in the workforce, which contradicts the effective working school system 
and labour market. The study participants expressed gratitude and took pride in their voca-
tional qualifications. However, subjectification and socialization domains of education were 
emphasised in their descriptions. The students wanted to find their place in work and society. 
They wanted to be depicted and function as independent members of society with valuable 
skills and knowledge recognised and appreciated by significant others like teachers, employ-
ers and peers. The participants in the study have undoubtedly benefitted from the multidisci-
plinary and multi-professional support in their studying, which aims to help them attain the 
qualification requirements and support their well-being and rehabilitation. However, many of 
these students have competed with underrepresentation and negative stereotypes. They are at-
tentive to indications that could communicate that they do not belong or are not fully included 
(Walton & Carr, 2012a, 2012b). 

Understanding students’ needs is essential to create individually tailored measures and 
methods of special educational support and guidance in VET. However, the study suggests that 
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understanding is not enough, but recognition is fundamental in enhancing students’ study and 
sense of belonging. Honneth (1995) states that recognition is the prime mover in our lives. It is 
much more than understanding, which could be defined as a cognitive process or a result of 
such a process (Baumberger, 2014; Baumberger et al., 2017). In the context of Finnish VET, 
the purpose of which is to serve labour market needs, this implies that more attention should be 
paid to eliminating barriers to learning and participation and diversity engagement of employ-
ers. It means awareness rising that a student with special needs in one area of life can be a top 
expert in another. Teachers and teaching staff work as change agents or pioneers whose atti-
tudes, activities and values are crucial. Students with special needs call for time to recognise 
their capabilities and strengths. They need encouragement and opportunities to practise how to 
express their preferences but, at the same, how to voice their support needs. They need emo-
tional support, cognitive respect and social esteem (Honneth, 1995). 

Finally, by applying Salonen and Bardy’s (2015) definition of ecosocial Bildung, the study 
calls for responsibility, fairness and mutual recognition in VET practices and the labour market. 
Improving sustainable development and enhancing students with special needs studying and 
their sense of belonging cannot be built on egocentric freedom and individual ownership. It 
should be built on the principles of mutual recognition (Salonen & Bardy, 2015). VET pro-
cesses can strengthen the sense of personal accountability, the tendency to see others as distinct 
individuals, and the willingness to raise a critical voice (Nussbaum, 2010). Vocational colleges 
work as pioneers in building sustainable futures through their work by noticing each student 
and the valuable potential they possess as they may flourish beginning from their strengths. 
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Abstract 
Context: So far, it is unclear to what extent cognitively activating tasks are used in vocational 
education and training in nursing. 
Approach: In the mixed method study, carried out at the University of Münster, the Fliedner 
University of Applied Sciences Düsseldorf and the Leuphana University Lüneburg (all Ger-
many), nursing teachers (n=20) were interviewed about their leading task design criteria. Fur-
thermore, learning tasks (n=20) from everyday nursing lessons were analysed regarding their 
potential for cognitive activation. Preliminary work is used for task analysis in which a further 
differentiated subject-didactic category system has been developed to assess the cognitive-ac-
tivating potential of tasks in the vocational training of nursing. With seven dimensions, this first 
instrument enables a differentiated assessment of the cognitive potential of tasks in the voca-
tional training of nursing. 
Findings: The findings so far show that only some of the nursing teachers are able to con-
sciously construct cognitively activating tasks while observing the necessary subject-didactic 
requirements. Two first types are described. 
Conclusion: In the future, task construction should be discussed in more detail in nursing 
teacher education. 

Keywords: cognitive activation, tasks, quality of teaching, nursing, Germany 

1 Introduction 
Cognitively activating tasks, which learners deal with independently during work phases, are 
indicators of high teaching quality (Klieme, 2019). So far, it is unclear whether cognitively 
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activating tasks are used in vocational education and training (VET) of nursing (Wesselborg, 
Weyland & Kleinknecht, 2019). However, high-quality teaching can prepare students for the 
increasingly complex supply needs and new tasks in the health care system (Bartels, 2005). 

The construct of cognitive activation is primarily conceptualized by using challenging 
tasks, which encourage students to engage in deeper learning activities and to develop an elab-
orate knowledge of the learning subject (Klieme, 2019). Nevertheless, the use of cognitively 
activating tasks is tightly linked to the specific subject matter (Praetorius et al., 2014) and needs 
to be conceptualized for the unique specifics of each domain. 

Up to now nor the construct of cognitive activation nor the potential of cognitive activation 
of tasks in nursing education have been researched. However, challenging tasks can foster stu-
dents´ deeper thinking and domain-specific problem-solving skills to meet the increasingly 
complex care needs of patients (Bartels, 2005; World Health Organization (WHO), 2011). 

Against this background, the project1 „Analysis of learning tasks in the vocational educa-
tion and training in nursing under the focus of cognitive activation” aims to gain insights into 
the quality of tasks and the pedagogical content knowledge of teachers. To reach this aim, the 
following research questions were outlined: 

1. Which criteria are described by nurse teachers in VET of nursing to design cognitively 
activating tasks? 

2. What potential for cognitive activation do tasks in VET of nursing contain? 
3. What connection exists between the criteria described by nurse teachers in VET of nurs-

ing to design cognitively activating tasks and the actual design of tasks? 

2 Cognitive activation and cognitively activating tasks 
In Europe, one of the most known theoretical frameworks for high-quality teaching assumes 
three basic dimensions which impact student´s learning: classroom management, supportive 
climate and cognitive activation (Praetorius et al., 2018). The framework is based on strong 
empirical clues, which indicate the relevance of the three dimensions in education research 
(Klieme, 2019). Cognitive activation is conceptualized as a multidimensional construct, which 
illustrates the complexity of tasks used in class and the depth of learning processes (Baumert et 
al., 2010). 

The construct of cognitive activation is mostly operationalized through the use of challeng-
ing tasks. They should encourage students to engage in deeper learning activities and to develop 
an elaborate knowledge of the learning subject (Klieme, 2019). Given the empirical fact that 
the features of a task do not directly indicate the cognitive processes, the construct is referred 
to as the potential for cognitive activation. Hence, the cognitive activity of students is not meas-
urable and has to be explored approximatively. Education research assumes that the construct 
of cognitive activation can be explored through the analysis of tasks (Baumert et al., 2010), 
video-based observations of classes (Klieme et al., 2009) and student-surveys (Rieser et al., 
2016). 

The construct of cognitive activation has in particular been found to predict student‘s 
achievement (Baumert et al., 2010; Decristan et al., 2015). The TIMSS Video Study (Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science) found a positive impact of cognitive activation on 
learning performance in the subject of mathematics (Klieme et al., 2001). The study also 
showed that tasks are often used to solely reproduce knowledge and to practice routine proce-
dures in mathematics (Klieme et al., 2001). The project „Cognitive Activation in the Class-
room” (COACTIV) showed that cognitive activation in mathematics is a significant predictor 
for increased learning outcomes (Baumert & Kunter, 2013a). Fauth et al. (2014) point out that 

 
 

1  The project is funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) (funding code 497938308). 
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from a student’s perspective, the construct of cognitive activation is associated with joy and 
interest in a subject. Furthermore, less motivated students can also profit from cognitively ac-
tivating classes because it fosters the use of metacognitive strategies (Rieser et al., 2016) 

For some time now, there has been a repeated demand for a subject-specific operationali-
zation of cognitive activation. In fact, it was shown that cognitive activation not only varies 
through the course of different lessons but also depends on the specific subject taught (Praeto-
rius et al., 2014). Furthermore, the different dimensions of teachers' professional knowledge are 
often associated with student learning outcomes (Baumert & Kunter, 2013b). 

In connection with the construction of tasks, the pedagogical content knowledge of the 
teachers is of great importance and often associated with student learning outcomes. Pedagog-
ical content knowledge involves the knowledge of subject-specific tasks, like the construction 
of tasks with multiple solutions, explanatory knowledge, like the capability to explain different 
ways to address problems and the knowledge of students’ subject-specific thinking, like the 
typical mistakes students make (Baumert & Kunter, 2013b). 

However, the domain-specific variances in cognitive activation are fundamental concept-
ing cognitive activation. In mathematics, for instance, tasks that have multiple solutions are 
highly cognitively activating (Neubrand et al., 2013), while in reading classes, the imparted 
reading strategies refer to cognitive activation (Lotz, 2015). 

Important in the context of cognitive activation is Bloom’s taxonomy, that describes the 
complexity of thinking processes on the basis of cognitive psychology (Bloom, 1956). The 
revised taxonomy of educational goals by Anderson et al. (2001) is applied both in academic 
education and VET (Winther & Achtenhagen, 2009). In VET, the characteristics of especially 
challenging and, thus, potentially cognitively activating tasks include findings related to the 
development of specific competences and skills as well as an increase of complexity regarding 
the necessary steps to achieve the solution of a domain-specific problem (Walker et al., 2016). 

3 Cognitively activating tasks in VET of nursing 
In Germany, vocational training in nursing is regulated by national professional legislation 
(Pflegeberufegesetz, 2017). Nevertheless, due to the federal system, there are further laws and 
regulations in the federal states, e.g. on the regulations for nursing teachers and their education. 
Furthermore, the late academization of nursing teachers (Wesselborg & Bögemann-Großheim 
2019) means that nursing teachers with different qualifications and courses teach at nursing 
schools. However, several theoretical didactic theories in nursing education in Germany were 
developed over the past 20 years. Nevertheless, these concepts require empirical recording and 
differentiated supplements (Darmann-Finck, 2015). 

A leading approach in nursing education curricula in Germany is the use of meaningful 
and exemplary nursing situations that include key occupational issues (Darmann-Finck, 2010). 
These situations are reflected in a didactic manner and processed into case studies. These reflect 
central issues and contradictions in the nursing sector. The situations include multiple, often 
divergent perspectives, e.g. between patients and caregivers. In addition, the used situation 
should allow multiple interpretations of the situation itself, the needs of those involved, and the 
given structural requirements (Darmann-Finck, 2010). Case studies involving ethical dilemmas 
(Darmann-Finck, 2010) or interprofessional collaboration and decision-making processes 
(Wesselborg et al., 2019) are particularly challenging for nursing students. 

Case studies are the basis of the learning activities in nursing education and therefore a 
crucial factor in the design of challenging assignments. The competent creation and application 
of case studies and the associated tasks are an essential part of the pedagogical content 
knowledge of teachers in vocational training in nursing. Didactically the use of case studies is 
justified by the increase of complex care situations in which nurses cannot rely on normative 
knowledge only but need to understand the experiences, needs, attitudes and expectations of 
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patients to ensure highly qualitative care (WHO, 2011) and to develop flexible problem-solving 
skills (Currey et al., 2018). 

Wesselborg, et al. (2022) developed a subject-didactic category system to analyse the po-
tential for cognitive activation in tasks in nursing vocational training (Table 1). This takes up 
general didactic features of cognitively activating tasks (Kleinknecht et al., 2011) in order to 
design a domain-specific elaboration. With seven dimensions, including an adapted form of the 
revised taxonomy of educational goals (Anderson et al., 2001). The instrument allows a differ-
entiated assessment of the cognitive potential of tasks in nursing professional education and 
shows a good reliability. 

 
Table 1 
Subject-didactic category system to assess the potential for cognitive activation of tasks in VET 
of nursing; (Wesselborg, Kleinknecht, et al., 2022) 

Dimensions Rating 

Knowledge Factual 
Knowledge 

Procedural 
Knowledge 

Conceptual 
Knowledge 

Metacognitive 
Knowledge 

Cognitive 
Process Reproduction Close transfer Broad trans-

fer Problemsolving 

Knowledge Unit One Up to four More than four 

Openness Defined/convergent Defined/diver-
gent Undefined/divergent 

Relation to 
living and 

professional 
environment 

None Constructed Authentic Real 

Linguistic 
complexity Low Medium High 

Forms of represen-
tation One Integration Transformation 

 
The category „relation to living and professional environment“ is presented as an example. 

Case studies with professional situations should form the basis of the learning activities in nurs-
ing education. This is an important factor when designing challenging tasks. There are four 
ways to evaluate tasks in the context of this dimension. It could be a task that has no relation to 
the living and working environment. In this case, the task does not contain a link between the-
oretical knowledge and nursing students' experiences in professional practice. The second di-
mension means that the situation described is obviously constructed and not authentic. In this 
case, little information is given. The third dimension is going to be evaluated when the de-
scribed situation is described with more complex information and e.g. combines different per-
spectives (patient, caregiver, family). The fourth dimension is going to be evaluated when the 
tasks present an authentic situation and the nursing students have to plan a realistic challenge - 
like a celebration in a nursing home. 

Preliminary results when analysing the potential for cognitive activation in tasks in nursing 
vocational training (Wesselborg et al., 2022) suggest that tasks are often reproductive or have 
simple cognitive activating structures. Tasks rarely invite students to engage in full engagement 
with the case study or engage in deep learning activities to gain a full understanding of the 
subject matter. 
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Therefore, the current study provides an important contribution to the further development 
of education research in VET of nursing in Germany. 

4 Methods 
The study is conducted in a mixed methods design. An ethics vote was obtained in prepa-

ration for the study. The sample included 20 nursing teachers who work at nursing schools in 
North Rhine-Westphalia and hold a master's degree in nursing education. Problem-centered 
interviews were conducted to examine the professional knowledge of task construction (Witzel, 
2000). For this purpose, a semi-structured interview guide was created that contains questions 
about the construction criteria used by the teachers when creating cognitively activating tasks. 
Furthermore, the interviewed nursing teachers provided case studies and learning tasks (n = 20) 
from everyday lessons, which were assessed in relation to their potential for cognitive activa-
tion. 

The interviews were analysed deductively. The dimensions of the category system for sur-
veying the cognitive potential of tasks were used as the central categories. In addition, inductive 
categories were formed (Mayring, 2019) to find further subject-specific aspects of cognitive 
activation. To analyse the tasks, the subject-didactic category system to assess the potential for 
cognitive activation of tasks in VET of nursing (Wesselborg, Kleinknecht et al., 2022) was 
used. The results from the different research approaches were then triangulated and compared 
for similarities and differences (Denzin, 1989). Through this procedure, the connection between 
the criteria described by nurse teachers in VET of nursing to design cognitively activating tasks 
and the actual design of tasks was disclosed, and comprehensive case summaries for each nurs-
ing teacher arose. At the end of the evaluation, a type formation is planned. 

5 Results 

5.1 Criteria of nurse teachers in VET of nursing to design cognitively activating tasks 
The Following are two meaningful case summaries presented to illustrate different types 

of teachers in nursing vocational education. In the summaries, the nursing educator's criteria 
for designing cognitively activating tasks are presented. In addition, the interview results are 
described in connection with the analysed tasks. 

Teacher A provides a case study and related assignments. The situation revolves around a 
middle-aged man with chronic heart failure. In addition, the concerned family is described. The 
patient requires specific care, while the family needs support in dealing with the chronically ill 
family member and the challenges that this entails. 

Teacher A describes several criteria that he takes into account when designing challenging 
assignments in nursing education. Initially, Teacher A focuses on imparting Facts knowledge 
about a specific topic, and as the lesson progresses, the nursing students are asked to apply that 
knowledge to the present case study. For example, after learning the specific symptoms of 
chronic heart failure, nursing students should recognize these symptoms in the case study and 
distinguish them from symptoms of other diseases. Teacher A explains: „[…] how can I apply 
my acquired knowledge to a concrete case study? […] Well, my point is obviously the pathology 
of a particular disease itself, but also the application to the case study. But first, the pathophys-
iology is addressed in the case study and not the care”. 

In addition, for Teacher A, the inclusion of domain-specific models and theories in the case 
study is important for a successful learning process. In this specific case, it's the Corbin and 
Strauss trajectory model for chronic illness: „And now it's important to me that the groups 
assess the care needs of this particular man [...].“ And explicitly make a plan, like the support 
and counselling of the family should be planned at home using the model”. 
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Teacher A finds the use of models and theories particularly challenging for nursing students 
and, therefore, potentially cognitively activating. Especially when a transfer is required, and the 
models have been introduced in a different context. Therefore, Teacher A's goal is to „connect 
old and new knowledge through a task”. 

Teacher A considers some of his tasks to be solvable in a variety of ways since the nursing 
students can independently set priorities in their work. As a result, teacher A comes to the con-
clusion: „[…] Various aspects can be worked on in the tasks. […] With reference to the phases 
of the trajectory model, the students develop different support offers. Or, given the specific care 
needs of the patient, one student might look at a very different problem with the patient and 
pursue a creative solution than another student”. 

The tasks Teacher A uses are partially divided into several steps or segmented by using 
tables to reduce complexity. According to Teacher A, this way, students receive „a better over-
view of the topic” and are more likely to put „a structure to elaborate the case study” into 
practice. In contrast, Teacher A also designs tasks which invite nursing students to be „creative 
in their work process” by deliberately leaving out any structuring elements or guidelines. 

Teacher B provides assignments related to a case study that is an emergency scenario. In 
this situation, a nursing student called an emergency doctor for an acutely ill patient. The emer-
gency doctor must first diagnose the symptoms of the patient's imminent deterioration and ini-
tiate the correct treatment measures. 

Teacher B states that the tasks are „rather rudimentary“ - i.e. begin with little information. 
First, the trainees should explain terms and indications for medicines. „[...] Part One is rela-
tively simple, the language is also similar.“ Tasks, however, require the nursing students to 
„think for themselves what they would do in this particular situation”. In addition, the language 
becomes more medically demanding when the emergency doctor arrives. At this point, Teacher 
B uses subject-specific terms such as „diuretics and 40 mg furosemide IV“. […] All in all, it is 
becoming more medical”. 

Teacher B focuses in the case study on routine practice in an emergency situation, so the 
related tasks comprise medical techniques like palpatory blood pressure measurement and ECG 
monitoring. Moreover, a picture of an ECG-derivation showing a left bundle branch lock is 
integrated for the nursing students to examine. Teacher B points out the multiple facets of pre-
sent information: „[…] all of this needs to be processed first.” 

Of utmost importance for Teacher B is the fact that there are always diverse interpretations 
of a situation present in nursing. Therefore, simple reproduction of knowledge is not sufficient 
in professional care. A deep understanding of learning matters and analytical practice have to 
be exercised in VET of nursing. Teacher B explains that in nursing, moments occur when a 
practitioner cannot explain certain actions and stresses their point of view as follows: „That too 
[…] yes intuition, hermeneutic understanding. To the question: ‘Why are you making this de-
cision now?’ ‘I don’t know, I can’t tell you spontaneously. Ask me tomorrow, I can’t tell.” 

5.2 Pedagogical content knowledge of nurse teachers in VET of nursing 
Regarding the pedagogical content knowledge of nursing teachers, Teacher A has a pro-

found knowledge of the current regulations for professional training in nursing (Pflegeberu-
fegesetz, 2017). It is, therefore, of great importance for teacher A to include the current legal 
goals of the training in his tasks. „For me, these tasks are about covering all areas of compe-
tence that are easy to cover in nursing training, but also in the nursing profession.“ Conse-
quently, teacher A considers anatomy, physiology and pathophysics to be necessary knowledge 
bases, but above all wants nursing knowledge and nursing activities put in the foreground. 
Therefore, in the case studies created by Teacher A and the associated tasks, different protago-
nists with sometimes different perspectives as well as different care settings with special frame-
work conditions play a major role. In particular, according to Teacher A, „topics that are 
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underrepresented in nursing vocational training, such as outpatient care“ and advising rela-
tives or caring relatives should be taken into account in the learning opportunities. 

For Teacher A, the planning of a comprehensive and individual nursing plan, including 
evidence-based nursing knowledge, is a particular challenge for nursing students and, therefore, 
cognitively activating in nursing vocational training. 

Teacher B emphasizes the importance attached to anatomical and physiological knowledge 
for nursing students. For Teacher B an important goal when designing case studies and chal-
lenging tasks is that the nursing students recognize the connections of diverse risk factors with 
multiple diseases, the interdependence between these diseases and the anticipation of presum-
ably following pathological consequences. Regardless, classes should still be „fun” and 
„light”. 

Concurrently, Teacher B wants the nursing students to reflect on existing contradictions in 
care situations: „Well, to balance and endure dissonances or to make decisions for me accord-
ingly. To pull myself out of the situation that are not good for me or in which I am not good for 
others. I find it difficult to get someone there.” Therefore, Teacher B develops case studies 
themselves and has already declined case studies from the school curriculum when their claims 
are not met. Teacher B wants to create „images in the heads of the students, to connect the case 
study with their reality. […] I want to spark concern.” For this purpose, Teacher B uses clichés 
and irritating traits to characterize the protagonists of a case study. „So these two fat old people 
with their sick vessels and their sick hearts, both chain-smoking here and all. So to speak, I 
always exaggerate here now, I stigmatize them now, I don't discriminate against them, but I 
stigmatize them very strongly now. And then, I open the textbook, and it's about advice and 
guidance in the context of nutrition. And what now?” When asked where the inspiration for the 
case studies comes from, Teacher B could not name a certain source, only intuition and feelings 
guide the „spinning of case studies”. 

Teacher B finds ethical dilemmas and issues that appeal to or irritate nursing student values 
to be extremely challenging for nursing students. He also interprets anatomical topics such as 
the central nervous system as a demanding domain-specific topic and is, therefore, cognitively 
activating in professional nursing training. 

Teacher A is able to state explicit domain-specific criteria to design cognitively activating 
tasks in VET of nursing, especially the use of transfer tasks are repeatedly mentioned. Through 
the course of the interview, it becomes clear that Teacher A uses their preferred cognitively 
activating criteria in a flexible way and modifies the dimensions dependent on the learning 
sequence and on the current year in VET of nursing: „Well, I’ll put it like that, the further we 
are into the topic, but also in VET itself, the more complex and the more diverse the range of 
the tasks get.” So Teacher A describes how they begin the lesson with a focus on the reproduc-
tion of factual knowledge, which over the course of the lesson, has to be transferred and trans-
formed to conceptual knowledge on the topic at hand. 

The desired learning goals are also a central component for teacher A when varying the 
dimensions for designing demanding tasks. For example, tasks with a higher degree of openness 
are often used when Teacher A wants to encourage student nurses to discuss possible solutions: 
„[…] the integration of openness, because there are no concrete solutions but multiple solutions. 
Strictly speaking. So everyone can participate and contribute their experiences.” 

The statements of Teacher A show high agreement with the results of the interview and the 
tasks analysed with the didactic category system for assessing the potential for cognitive acti-
vation. The case study and the associated tasks show rather cognitively activating results in the 
dimensions „knowledge“ and „cognitive transfer“. The tasks become more and more complex 
and thus cognitively activating in the course of the lessons. Appropriately, the „openness“ di-
mension shifts from a rather low level with several defined and convergent tasks that have clear 



221 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

instructions for action and only one possible solution, to more divergent tasks that can be pro-
cessed in a variety of ways. 

Teacher B does not report any explicit domain-specific criteria for the design of cognitively 
activating tasks in nursing vocational training. He explains: „I use things that I once learned in 
a very traditional way. [...] I've been here for eleven years now. It's been a while since I grad-
uated. I, well, intuition I would call it now. And fun.” The only criterion explicitly mentioned 
for the design of cognitively activating tasks is the consideration of different levels of difficulty 
when designing several tasks for the same case study in order to maintain flexibility in the 
lesson: „[...] so that those who are already further not get bored or I can then somehow push 
them further [...], but it doesn’t necessarily have to be at this point.” 

Although not specifically mentioned by Teacher B, the case study and associated tasks 
provided by Teacher B demonstrate several cognitively activating criteria. According to 
Teacher B, the first tasks have a low potential for cognitive activation, while as the case study 
progresses, some tasks also have an increasing potential for cognitive activation. The last task, 
for example, which reads: „What's actually going on with Rolf?“ achieves high ratings in the 
didactic category system for assessing the potential for cognitive activation. The task requires 
conceptual knowledge, broad transfer skills, and two to three process steps and leaves room for 
different solutions. Therefore, the use of domain-specific cognitively activating criteria to de-
sign tasks of Teacher B is identified as implicit. 

6 Conclusion 
The results show that nurse teachers regularly use case studies to design tasks and adjust 

these to their prioritized learning goals. When asked about design criteria to design cognitively 
activating tasks, the included nurse teachers weren`t always aware of specific dimensions that 
are connected to the concept of cognitive activation. When confronted with relevant dimensions 
based on the subject-didactic category system to assess the cognitively activating potential of 
tasks in VET of nursing, most teachers were able to apprehend the presented dimensions. Fur-
thermore, most of them can categorize their tasks alongside these dimensions and therefore 
analyse the cognitively activating potential. 

These results hint at a gap between explicit and implicit knowledge of nursing teachers in 
the field of relevant dimensions to foster cognitive activation of nursing students and domain-
specific criteria to design cognitively activating tasks. Nevertheless, the subject-didactic cate-
gory system to assess the cognitively activating potential of tasks in VET of nursing seems to 
contain relevant domain-specific dimensions. Prospectively, these dimensions can be utilized 
by nursing teachers to increase or decrease the potential for cognitive activation in learning 
tasks in VET of nursing. Thus, the results of this study contribute to creating an adaptive learn-
ing setting in VET of nursing. 
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Abstract 
Context: The aim of work-oriented basic education is to improve the employability of people 
with low literacy skills and to increase their chances on the labour market. A key element of 
work-oriented basic education are customized vocational language trainings that are developed 
in cooperation between educational service providers and companies and which are imple-
mented directly in the company. 
Approach: It is generally undisputed that education has a positive impact. However, less at-
tention is paid to the effects that result from the vocational language trainings in combination 
with specific service measures. Especially for companies, the focus is often primarily on the 
economic and directly achieved impact. Which impact (both economic and in terms of wider 
benefits) service measures achieve in the context of work-oriented basic education has been 
less empirically studied and is accordingly given less attention. In this paper, we link the ques-
tion of the impact of service interventions in work-based basic education and present findings 
from a round- table discussion with company representatives that were collected through a so-
cial return on investment analysis. 
Findings: The results are systematically presented using the output and the outcome. The out-
put comprises the benefits that are realized through the investments in measures. Here we dif-
ferentiate between a preparation phase, an implementation phase and an evaluation phase. The 
outcome describes the effects that have been achieved among the stakeholders. Impacts are 
illustrated on an individual level as well as the company level. 
Conclusion: On basis of the data it becomes apparent that it depends on the implementation 
process how the impact of the training unfolds. In addition, the temporal integration of the 
training into the respective shift system is taken into account to gain concretization of the im-
pact and the impact chains. Furthermore, the entanglement of the training with fixed-term em-
ployment contracts requires a reflection on learning theory. The findings are intended to help 
provide companies and policymakers with an empirically supported decision-making basis for 
the implementation of work-oriented basic education. 

Keywords: work-oriented basic education, impact of educational measures, social return on 
investment, in-company training 

1 Context 
Across Europe an enormous shortage of skilled workers is being bemoaned. The concept 

of work-oriented basic education, which addresses the employability of people with low literacy 
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skills and is intended to improve their chances on the labour market, therefore appears promis-
ing (Koller, 2020; Klein & Reutter, 2014). The decisive element of work-oriented basic educa-
tion are customized vocational language trainings that are designed in cooperation between 
training providers and companies and implemented directly in the company. 

It is undisputed that education achieves positive outcomes (Autorengruppe Bildungsber-
ichterstattung, 2018, 191). For the field of literacy and basic education, an international research 
review shows that basic education trainings have an impact both in terms of literacy gains and 
so-called Wider Benefits (such as health and well-being) (Aschemann, 2015). However, inter-
national comparative studies such as PISA (OECD 2020) and PIAAC (Rammstedt, 2013) also 
show that educational interventions fall short of expectations and the effects are less positive 
than expected (Wolf/Jenkins, 2014). Specifically for Germany, the LEO study shows that 6.2 
million German-speaking adults have low literacy skills (Grotlüschen et al., 2020). Of these, 
approximately 3.9 million people with low literacy skills work in companies (Grotlüschen et 
al., 2020). At the same time, there are approximately 2 million people available for the labour 
market who are undereducated in terms of their literacy skills. Research shows that low literacy 
skills reveal in every fourth case by mistakes in everyday work. Therefore, low literacy skills 
can lead to work being done deficiently and additional costs being incurred. In conclusion, 
work-oriented basic education can help to qualify people for the labour market and reduce the 
risk of errors in the work context (Ehmig et al., 2015). Linked to work-oriented basic education 
is the possibility to motivate employees to learn through the perspectives shown and to qualify 
them according to the requirements of the labour market. This contributes to the long-term 
integration of skilled workers. 

Theoretically, the impact of work-oriented basic education can be systematically assigned 
to the individual and institutional level: 

At the individual level, the impact can be expected in form of competence acquisition or 
growth, for example of increased reading and writing competencies. For learners, this results 
in both lower risks of occupational and social exclusion and higher earned income (Rammstedt, 
2013, 158; Hartley & Horne, 2006). It was also clearly demonstrated in a longitudinal study of 
the „ABAG2“ project that low-literate individuals benefit from work-oriented basic education, 
particularly regarding their social and self-competence; however, the positive effect is strongly 
dependent on the extent to which these competencies can actually be applied in the workplace 
(Klinkhammer & Schemmann ,2019, 61). In addition, there are both lower risks of occupational 
and social exclusion and higher earned incomes (Rammstedt,  2013, 158; Hartley & Horne, 
2006). 

However, further studies suggest that too short a training duration (in one study, the course 
duration comprised only 30 hours of instruction) leads to inconclusive results regarding literacy 
gains and possible labour market effects in the context of work-oriented basic education (Wolf 
& Jenkins, 2014, 605). 

At the institutional level, there is impact in terms of employer image, work climate, and 
recruitment and retention (Rendant, 2016, 90). However, low literacy skills can also lead to 
poor job performance and additional costs. 

While the current state of research shows that literacy and basic education interventions 
work in many ways, the impact of interventions that essentially target (work-oriented) literacy 
promotion has been the primary focus of research activities. The effects and impact generated 
by measures that are primarily located on a structural level (such as service measures) have 
hardly been considered so far. 

In the Alpha-Invest project (funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Re-
search, duration 2021-2024), the impact of educational service measures for work-oriented 
basic education is being investigated. The aim is to empirically record, analyse and - where 
possible - monetize the impact. For this purpose, a complex research design was developed and 



226 

ECER VETNET Proceedings 2023 

implemented, which combines qualitative and quantitative methods and thus addresses the per-
spective of different stakeholders (learners, teachers, planners, and company representatives). 

In this paper, we focus on the company perspective and explore the question of which 
impact company representatives assume in educational- service measures of work-oriented 
basic education. 

The challenge in addressing this question is that the impact of an educational service or 
social investment - unlike many other products and services - can only be measured objectively, 
directly or in an economic measure to a limited extent. This challenge is addressed by education 
controlling. 

2 Approach 
Educational controlling pursues the goal of planning, monitoring and controlling educa-

tional processes in different institutional contexts (Schöni, 2018). Educational controlling sup-
ports decision-making especially where pedagogical and economic requirements intersect: in 
the allocation of limited resources to potential measures, in the control of educational processes 
with regard to a sustainable benefit from them, and in the initiation of new strategic educational 
goals (Iberer, 2021, 12). In this process, educational justifications and economic justifications 
vary. 

Whether and what someone has absorbed, learned, or internalized can be inferred from the 
outside only through utterances or observable behaviour. Consequently, another key challenge 
is to find suitable measures (i.e., indicators and metrics) that can reliably depict learning and 
educational processes (Iberer, 2021, 11). 

The so-called Social Return on Investment (SROI) approach combines both, by systemat-
ically focusing at both the economic indicators and the wider benefits of education. The SROI 
approach aims to measure social interventions by translating certain aspects of social values 
into monetary values. It should be noted, however, that monetization is not a condition that 
must apply across all aspects of an intervention: A distinction is made between monetizable 
and non-monetizable values, as well as values that are of direct importance to society rather 
than to the investor (Then et al., 2015; Nicholls et al., 2012). The focus of the SROI approach 
was originally on organizations trying to reintegrate unemployed people into the labour market 
(cf. Krlev et al., 2013, 16; Kehl et al., 2012, 314). Therefore, SROI is specifically suited for 
heterogeneous target groups and for non-experimental research. 

The Alpha-Invest project is guided by the procedure of a so-called SROI light analysis 
(based on Rauscher et al., 2015, 103). Accordingly, the insights gained in the overall project 
are monetized - if possible - and offset against the investments. Finally, on the basis of realistic 
worst- and best-case scenarios, so-called SROI ratios are determined, which provide infor-
mation on what the investments are or can be worth for the company. An essential element of 
this process is the development of a hypothetical impact model. This allows different impact 
chains to be mapped, which make it possible to differentiate individual measures based on in-
put, output, outcome and finally impact. Figure 1 schematically illustrates the procedure of the 
SROI Light analysis: 
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Figure 1 
Schematic representation of the SROI Light analysis in the Alpha-Invest project (based on 
Rauscher et al., 2015). 

 
 
The input includes all investments made. The output comprises the benefits that are real-

ized through the investments in measures. The outcome describes the effects that have been 
achieved among the stakeholders. In general, the impact describes the representation of a form 
of change among the relevant stakeholders based on an intervention (Schober & Then,  2015, 
10), considering the investment. Specifically, impact describes the difference between the out-
come for stakeholders because of organization's activities and the outcome that would have 
been realized without the organization's activities. Impacts can be negative and positive. 

To address the question of this paper, both qualitative and quantitative methods are used. 
As a partial survey, a round- table discussion with seven company representatives was con-
ducted at the end of 2022 and analysed using qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz, 2018). The 
following sections were represented: Construction, Medical Technology, Care, Gardening and 
Landscaping, and Automotive Industry. Based on these results, an online questionnaire for 
company representatives was developed and is currently in use. The questionnaire includes 
items that ask about differentiated organizational framework conditions of the vocational lan-
guage trainings as well as concrete assessments of the impact of these trainings. It is expected 
that about 100 company representatives will participate in the online survey. 

In the following, we present the results of the round- table discussion and complement 
them with the preliminary results from the quantitative company survey (currently 35 cases can 
be included in the evaluation). Derived from this are initial thoughts on monetization and pos-
sible scenarios. The concrete monetization will only take place after the data collection has been 
completed and is therefore not included in this article. 

3 Findings 
To answer the questions posed in this paper, we deductively created an analysis system 

that focuses on the output and the outcome from the perspective of the companies. On the one 
hand, this ties in with common systematization schemes of organizational learning (Schreyögg 
& Geiger, 2016; Senge, 1996). On the other hand, we thereby take up impulses from the concept 
of supply chain management and the value chain creation contained therein (Baum, 2013, 22; 
Scott et al., 2011, 156). Further categories were added inductively (see Fig. 2). 
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Figure 2 
Analysis categories differentiated by output and outcome 

 
 
For the output area, it was inductively worked out from the material that the service meas-

ure includes activities such as counselling, mediation, development and implementation, and 
the output area thus combines all those resources that are necessary to prepare, implement and 
evaluate the vocational language trainings or to transfer it to a subsequent training. Accordingly, 
the categories preparation, implementation and evaluation/transition were inductively added to 
the analysis category output. 

For the outcome area, it was possible to work out from the material that effects can be 
located primarily1 at the individual level of the employees as well as at the level of the company. 
Thus, the inductively obtained categories overcoming language barriers as a starting point for 
multifaceted (formal) learning processes, improvement of communication skills, literacy, moti-
vation and self-efficacy were added at the individual level and the categories integration and 
improvement of the working atmosphere, employee retention and reduction of risks at the com-
pany level. 

In the following, we present the results of the round- table discussion based on the analysis 
categories mentioned in Figure 2. The results are complemented in a few places with the interim 
results from the questionnaire survey. 

Output - Preparation of the vocational language training: Vocational language Train-
ings in work-oriented basic education are planned in a preparatory phase with the company and 
the training provider and coordinated with the needs of the company. This concerns both the 
organizational framework conditions, such as the integration of the training into an existing 
shift system, and the pedagogical requirements. Pedagogical requirements address the specific 
literacy challenges of the respective company. 

Output - Implementation of the vocational language training: For the implementation 
phase of the trainings, two essential prerequisites can be explicated, which appear to be neces-
sary to have an effect: This is a) the stringent monitoring and support by the company repre-
sentatives and, b) the structural coupling of the training to the contract system. 

As a prerequisite for the training to have an effect, seemingly extensive activities are 
necessary. During the round- table discussion, the company representatives described differ-
ent internal approaches that are necessary to keep the training „running“ and to support the 
employees. All company representatives, describe that they have to be active with a medium 
or even large effort to motivate and support employees so that they actually stay on course, 
for example, in the form of „personal support“. 

In this regard, one company representative describes that she repeatedly asks about the 
learning progress in personal conversations. Another company representative explains that it is 

 
 

1  „Primarily“ in this context means that the effects occur either directly at the individual or at the corporate 
level. This does not rule out the possibility that an effect that unfolds at the individual level also has an 
indirect effect at the corporate level. 
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sometimes helpful to build up „a little pressure“. It is also important to ask in the respective 
work areas whether any learning progress has been made. In larger companies with a general 
staff capacity of 500 or more employees, coordination processes should take place between the 
lecturer, manager, and the company representative responsible for the training in order to keep 
an eye on which employees accept the offer well or less well. The questionnaire explicitly asked 
which measures need to be added to support the effectiveness of the trainings. Some company 
representatives reported that they motivate employees, are in regular contact with them, main-
tain close contact with the educational service provider, provide work-related teaching materi-
als, pay the costs, or release employees from work to take part in the training. Most of the 
company representatives state that they would not have implemented the vocational language 
training without the service of the education provider. Based on these results, specific additional 
resources are necessary for each company to provide accompanying support for the training. 

In the round- table discussion, the company representatives describe that the training is 
structurally linked to the contract system. Except for one company, all company representa-
tives state that new employees with lower language skills initially receive fixed-term con-
tracts with integrated probationary periods. The participation and commitment in the voca-
tional language training is used as an indicator for whether a contract extension or even a de-
termination will be implemented. 

From the point of view of the company representatives, this link between the training and 
the contract system is a necessity: On the one hand, this tests the commitment to become inte-
grated in the company. On the other hand, there are sector-specific safety regulations that must 
be understood to avoid accidents. It is true that it is described in the round- table discussion that 
this represents a fuse for the company and is therefore necessary. On the other hand, the com-
pany representatives also view this coupling of the training with the contract system quite pos-
itively, as they see this as an opportunity to promote the employees. It would have to be exam-
ined how this linking of the contract system with the training is perceived by the employees 
themselves and to what extent this affects the individual learning process. 

Output - Evaluation of the vocational language training and transition to follow-up 
trainings: With regard to the evaluation phase and the transition to a follow-up training, it is 
apparent that the phases of implementation and evaluation/transition overlap: Since training 
providers and companies are engaged in a constant process of cooperative exchange, the ques-
tion of how to implement the training permanent is repeatedly raised at different times during 
the training duration. The decisive factor for transferring the training to a follow-up offer seems 
to be whether the costs are (partially) covered. If at least 50% of the costs are not covered, the 
company representatives tend not to implement a follow-up training. In addition, the imple-
mentation of follow-up trainings depends on whether there are sufficient employees who would 
participate in future. It also became clear in the discussion that company representatives gain 
further insights into the range of services offered by the training provider through the coopera-
tion and can thus be sensitized for further measures. 

An important factor in the evaluation process is also the structural integration of the train-
ing into the shift system. In the round- table discussion, numerous variants are discussed, 
whether the training takes place during or outside of regular working hours, or whether the 
lessons are credited to the time account or not. If the training takes place during working hours, 
employees seem to be more motivated. According to the company representatives, this is also 
due to the appreciation that is conveyed in this way. Nevertheless, the company representatives 
describe that it can lead to great envy of other colleagues if they are not allowed to participate 
in the training. In addition, the missing work force must then be compensated, which in turn 
can trigger resentment. As a result, the companies have found individual solutions for the struc-
tural integration of the training, some of which they have adapted again after a trial phase. 
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In summary, the results regarding the output show that the investments are made in service 
measures, which include the preparation, implementation and evaluation and a possible transfer 
to follow-up offers. The providers of the educational service measures are in regular contact 
with the companies. The effects achieved by the service measures from the perspective of the 
company representatives are presented below, differentiated according to individual and com-
pany-related effects. 

Outcome - Individual Level: The company representatives unanimously discussed that 
participation in the vocational language training can contribute to overcoming language barriers 
as a starting point for versatile (formal) learning processes and thus represents a kind of door 
opener. For an individual level, the company representatives describe that individual employees 
are enabled to overcome their language barriers and become more „proactive“, i.e., more open 
in verbal communication. In addition, the questionnaire indicates that the training makes it more 
likely that employees will be able to obtain further qualifications or that they will be able to 
complete a recognition course. 

The interviewees report that the trainings have a positive influence on communicative pro-
cesses in the company. This includes, for example, arrangements in the work organization, em-
ployee discussions with superiors or communication with external customers. In general, the 
training strengthens language skills and thus also professional understanding. Several company 
representatives report that they observe an increase in motivation and self-esteem among em-
ployees because of the training. 

Outcome - Company Level: Furthermore, it is reported that the training supports the in-
tegration process in the team. Coming together in the training has the effect of improving social 
interaction, since employees get to know each other in a different way than during work. This 
even seems to improve the working atmosphere, as the formation of small groups, which is seen 
as a major challenge for companies, can be counteracted. 

Regarding the structural link between the training and the contract system, the company 
representatives state that good work performance and, in addition, a commitment to the training 
have a positive effect on the extension of the contract or even the de-termination and thus con-
tribute to employee retention. This result can be supported by responses from the questionnaire. 
Of the company representatives surveyed, 71% state that the training is an instrument for em-
ployee retention; 83% state that the training serves as an instrument for developing skilled 
workers and justify their answer in most cases by stating that language skills are a prerequisite 
for specialized knowledge and communicative skills (N=35). In addition, the training would 
convey appreciation and recognition to the participants, strengthen general basic skills and thus 
create the prerequisite for permanent employment; the participants can develop more trust in 
the company through the company's support in multi-faceted learning processes, according to 
the assessment of the company representatives. However, if there are frequent absences from 
the training or the training is not taken up at all, this can lead to the employment contract being 
terminated prematurely. At the same time, one person also reported that employees would work 
even without vocational language skills and that the training has only a minor impact on em-
ployee retention. Also, the training can lead to participants finding jobs with higher-skilled 
activities in another company due to better language skills. 

In accordance with the state of research, it is also mentioned that the risk of errors and 
accidents is reduced by supporting the acquisition of written language and that the operational 
process is improved. 

An overarching assessment of the company representatives is that avoidance in language 
learning ties up many resources, own resources as well as of colleagues or higher-level employ-
ees. Resources are tied up, for example, by colleagues carrying out activities themselves instead 
of giving language instructions. This in turn creates a barrier for colleagues with lower language 
skills, as they have little opportunity to get involved in the actual activity. In line with 
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expectations, the company representatives are consistently convinced that the trainings have a 
positive impact. This conviction is also reflected in the fact that they also contribute their own 
resources (including monetary resources) to support the training. This assessment is confirmed 
by the questionnaire: The company representatives rate the impact of service measures in work-
oriented basic education with an average of 8 on a scale of 1 to 10 (SD 1.9). 

In summary, the results show that company representatives recognize a variety of impact 
in the implementation of vocational language trainings, but also see isolated risks, such as the 
transfer of an employee to another company. It should be noted here that the survey participants 
tend to be a positive selection, because only those who participate in this measure were inter-
viewed. To supplement this survey, feedback would have to be obtained from company repre-
sentatives who proactively decided against implementing vocational language trainings. 
 
4 Conclusion 

On basis of the data presented here, it becomes apparent that it depends on the implemen-
tation process how the impact of the training unfolds. This becomes particularly clear regarding 
the times of the training and whether it takes place during or outside working hours. The way 
in which the training is structurally integrated into an existing shift system seems to have a 
direct impact on the motivation of employees and logically affects the availability of workforce. 
Following on from this, it should be considered to what extent the temporal placement of the 
training has an influence on the learning success of the participants. The data base provides 
indications that employees are significantly more motivated if the training takes place during 
working hours. From the perspective of learning theory, it should be noted that a state of ex-
haustion after a day's work does not support learning. 

In addition, the placement of training times can have an impact on team dynamics: 
On the part of the company representatives, the positioning of the training outside of work-

ing hours is not so much problematized from a monetary point of view; rather, it is concretely 
about the absence of workforce in the respective shift, which then must be compensated. This 
example shows the involvement of social and monetary factors, which must be decisively dif-
ferentiated from one another in the context of further analyses. 

Consequently, for the concretization of the impact and the impact chains, the temporal 
integration of the training into the respective shift system is considered. 

In our view, it would also be relevant to reflect on the different scenarios from the perspec-
tive of learning theory discourse in order to generate impulses as to how learning can be linked 
to work activities and how to create good learning conditions. Furthermore, the entanglement 
of the training with the fixed-term employment contracts requires a reflection on learning the-
ory. Company representatives view this point positively and see it as an instrument for retaining 
employees. From a subject-scientific perspective, there may be conditions at the structural level 
that favour defensive learning (Holzkamp, 1995, 191) and consequently mitigate individual 
learning successes. This aspect will be considered in a further data collection with employees. 

In the further course of the data evaluation, it will be critically examined whether the con-
cept of supply chain management with the principle of value chain creation is viable for the 
design of internal educational processes or whether there are profitable points of contact here. 
However, it should already be critically noted here that it is not a matter of increasing the prof-
itability of educational measures for the company. Rather it is to be defined within this perspec-
tive which sector-specific workflows exist, and then to analyse consequently these conditions, 
which may contribute the impact of trainings to unfold as well as possible. Ideally, this would 
allow measures that make it possible to promote individual learning processes. In addition, it 
would appear to be beneficial to examine the extent to which effects occur in specific sectors 
and therefore trainings should be geared more customized. 
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Looking ahead, the data collected can form the basis for deriving success conditions for 
the implementation of educational- service measures and trainings in basic education. For ex-
ample, the data provide evidence that iterative evaluation on how best to integrate the vocational 
language training into the existing shift system is significant to make the unfolding of the im-
pact of the service intervention more likely. 

In terms of practice, the findings to date indicate that recognition of basic skills as part of 
vocational inclusion would also enable positive career and job development with fewer job 
losses in the future, leading to more seamless career trajectories and better integration into the 
labour market in the long run. Looking ahead, this paper and the Alpha-Invest project study are 
intended to help provide companies and policymakers with an empirically supported decision-
making basis for the implementation of work-oriented basic education. 
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Abstract  
Context: The main responsibility of the career orientation process lies with the students who 
transition from lower secondary level to iVET or general upper secondary level schools, to-
gether with their parents. Various actors (teachers, career counsellors, in-company trainers etc.) 
and institutions are involved in this process. Teachers take on several roles in this process and 
must deal with different, sometimes conflicting, expectations. This paper explores the roles of 
teachers and the challenges when fulfilling those roles.  
Approach: Using data from the project digibe, www.digibe.ch, the roles of teachers are exam-
ined from the perspective of students in grades 10 (N=348) and 20 interviews with 10th-grade 
teachers who are engaged in career education. 
Findings: Results from both data sets highlight that teachers fulfil many different roles, such 
as an instructor, a facilitator and guide, a coach, or a coordinator. Their roles change over time 
as students grow older and teachers gain more experience.  
Conclusion: We posit that the roles of teachers and other actors involved must be clarified 
further. Initial and further teacher training must be intensified to strengthen the teachers' role in 
the career orientation process and prepare them better for their different tasks. 

Keywords: three to five keywords, comma-separated, all small letters 
The project digibe is supported by the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation 
SERI (2021 – 2025). 

1 Introduction 
Career orientation is a demanding task – primarily for students who must plan, decide and 

prepare for their transition from lower to upper secondary education, which is when students 
enter iVET programmes or upper secondary academic schools. The competencies students 
should develop in vocational orientation are set in the Curriculum (Lehrplan 21, D-EDK, 2016), 
binding for all schools in the German part of Switzerland. They include, for example, knowing 
the challenges in the career choice process, exploring one's interests, strengths, and limits, deal-
ing with frustrations, and thinking about possible educational options. In doing this, students 
must learn to reflect and re-evaluate their experiences and actions in the career choice process. 
They are asked to develop and rethink existing knowledge and insights and gain new ones. The 
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transition from school to work thus includes not only the transformation of one's career-related 
knowledge and skills but also prompts a change in students' vocational identity and personality 
(Stalder & Nägele, 2015; Young & Mundy, 2023; see also Nägele et al. 2023, this volume).  

In acquiring the competencies in career planning and choice, students are embedded in a 
network of several social actors (e.g., parents, teachers, career counsellors, etc.) and institutions 
(e.g., schools, vocational information centres, training companies) (Von Wyl et al., 2018). The 
partners provide a supporting system, and act, at the same time, as gatekeepers who co-steer 
the pathways of students after lower secondary. While the primary responsibility for career 
orientation is with the students and their parents, it can thus be seen as a group task in which 
the different partners have different tasks and roles. 

Teachers come into focus here, as they are expected to provide students with career orien-
tation competencies through lesson planning and design (Driesel-Lange et al., 2020). In doing 
so, teachers are confronted with a wide range of expectations from students, parents, school 
principals, educators from upper secondary schools and VET companies. The role that teachers 
have or must take on in the career orientation process is thus not clear-cut. It is plausible, how-
ever, that it is more diverse and complex than the role of a subject teacher (for example, in 
mathematics or German). The complexity might be due to the network and the different expec-
tations the actors involved bring forward (Nägele & Stalder, 2017). In addition and in contrast 
to teaching a subject, there are no "didactics of career orientation", and guidelines on how 
teachers can best prepare their career orientation lessons are rare. Sure, cantonal and institu-
tional authorities provide guidelines that might help clarify the role of the teachers. For exam-
ple, at the regional level, the responsibilities and tasks of the actors and the timing of career-
related activities are outlined in so-called "career choice timetables" (Berufswahlfahrpläne). 
Also, schools have to develop concepts that allocate tasks and roles to teachers, parents, and 
other partners. While such documents might provide helpful information to teachers, they 
mainly portray a standardised process, which cannot consider the dynamics of the career plan-
ning process and the particular situation of single students.  

Being part of the networks also means that the roles and positions of all actors must be 
negotiated and re-negotiated during career planning. We thus assume that the teachers' role(s) 
vary over time and depend on the needs of the students and their parents. What roles teachers 
cover or can and want to take on in the career choice process has not yet been researched much. 
However, it is undisputed that qualified teachers can contribute to shaping quality career orien-
tation at school (Bylinski, 2010; Deeken, 2008) - although their commitment can vary greatly 
(Neuenschwander & Schaffner, 2011). 

In this paper, we investigate the roles of teachers based on a survey of 10th-grade students 
and interviews with their teachers responsible for career orientation. The aim is to gain an over-
view of the various roles of teachers, the underlying expectations brought forward by students 
(and indirectly their parents), and the tensions that may arise in the case of partners' conflicting 
interests. 

1.1 The role(s) of teachers 
Following Dreer (2020), central dimensions that make the tension between the role expec-

tations of teachers in career orientation visible include teaching, organisation, cooperation and 
being a professional actor. Elaborating on these dimensions, teachers might take on, amongst 
others, the (classical) role of an instructor and facilitator that guides the (career) learning pro-
cess of the students, the role of a coordinator in the career choice process who manages the flow 
of information and the tasks of the network, and the activities of other people involved. 

As an instructor, teachers work with and enable students to understand and apply 
knowledge, concepts, and processes. They design the lessons in career orientation and plan and 
structure the subject matter according to the learning objectives and the needs of the students. 
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By selecting appropriate teaching materials, methods, and media, they create a stimulating 
learning environment that caters for different learning styles and interests. They develop crea-
tive teaching strategies to stimulate students' interest and motivation to support career choices. 

Teachers are also learning facilitators (Lernbegleiter:innen) who observe and assess stu-
dents' individual progress. They support learners in developing their cognitive and problem-
solving skills and social and emotional development. By providing feedback, encouragement 
and support to students experiencing difficulties, they promote their personal growth and self-
confidence. Teachers ensure that all pupils receive the support they need to reach their full 
potential.  

Teachers can take on the role of a coach. The coach focuses on supporting students to 
achieve specific outcomes or goals, helping learners deal with challenges, overcome obstacles, 
and maximise their performance. A coach offers space to reflect on the past, present and future 
in one's career to enable autonomy, reflect on dynamics and processes, and help students de-
velop a story about their occupational vision. A coach can also promote self-responsibility, like 
the learning facilitator, but often places more emphasis on guidance, teaching specific skills 
and techniques so that students can improve their performance and achieve their personal goals.  

In the role of a communicator, manager, and coordinator, teachers maintain open and re-
spectful communication with students, as well as with parents, career counsellors, VET trainers, 
and other colleagues. They can understandably communicate complex information and respond 
to the individual needs of learners. Teachers promote dialogue and interaction in the classroom 
and act as a hub in the career choice process to disseminate information and bring together 
different stakeholders. 

In Nägele and Stalder (2023, this volume), we discuss whether the concept of career edu-
cation could serve as an umbrella term for all the functions and the roles a teacher is expected 
to fulfil mentioned above. We argue that teachers are, first, experts in enabling and supporting 
the educational process. They are not a coach, not a guide – but partly because it is demanded 
from the partners in the network, they have to play those roles too. 

1.2 Challenges for teachers 
As outlined above, teachers must juggle sometimes conflicting expectations of students 

and parents, school principals, VET trainers and upper secondary general schools. The frame-
work conditions to handle those expectations effectively and a professional actor (Dreer, 2020) 
are not always favourable. Particular challenges include, for example,  

 
• the multitude of possible vocational education and training programmes and schools that 

the teachers themselves do not know about; 
• teachers sometimes limited experience and expertise in guiding their students in the career 

choice process; including a lack of consistent and thorough teacher training and/or further 
education, for that matter; or do not have the time to acquire the relevant competencies in 
due time; 

• students that seem not to be interested, capable or willing to engage in the career choice 
process; or lack the basic skills in reading, comprehension, and writing, in maths, or re-
garding transferable competencies; or feel torn between their own wishes for their future, 
the plans of their parents, and what peers approve; 

• school classes that are very heterogeneously composed, with academically strong and weak 
young people, with students from many different nations, or students who have solid or 
little support from their parents. 

• parents who expect teachers to place students in the most challenging education possible, 
even if they do not meet their academic requirements; have distinct opinions about what 
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kind of apprenticeship or school is suitable for their child or are "just not there" to support 
their children; 

• peers who prevent students from making independent choices; or act as role models whom 
students might emulate unasked and unthinkingly. 

• schools that primarily expect teachers to ensure that all students have a follow-up solution, 
no matter which one, or cannot give enough resources to teachers to prepare and carry out 
the career orientation lessons and the accompaniment of all students; 

• educators from companies who expect teachers to prepare their students for specific occu-
pations and act as matchmakers; or upper secondary schools (gymnasia) who only want 
their future students to be better prepared in maths and language. 
 
This list of examples is not exhaustive. But it shows that teachers cannot always meet all 

actors' demands and must decide what to focus on. More specifically, they are asked to be 
flexible and adapt their role, depending on the situation and the current state of a student's career 
orientation process. In the following sections, we use data from the project digibe to explore 
and describe the different roles of teachers. 

2 Method 

2.1 Digibe 
The project digibe www.digibe.ch (2021 to 2026) focuses on digital reflection and trans-

formative learning (Nägele et al. 2020). It covers students in grades 9 to 11, ages 13 to 16, at 
the lower secondary level. Students regularly work on reflection tasks and report on their career 
orientation status up to 6 times a year. The online tool is used as an additional source, comple-
menting and not replacing the instruction in the class, the information and counselling provided 
by career counsellors, and, finally, the role of the parents, who are the main responsible partners 
in the career orientation process. Most lessons in career orientation in the German-speaking 
cantons of Switzerland are provided in grade 10.  

2.2 Data and sample 
This paper is based on student and teacher data collected in the spring and early summer 

of 2023. Students were invited to work on the task "networks" in the digibe-online tool. In this 
task, they were asked to enumerate 5 to 10 persons who played a significant role in their career 
choice process. They commented on the role of their teacher(s) and evaluated to what extent 
the teacher(s) had informed, guided, and supported them. In addition, they expressed their view 
on what they missed and how their teacher(s) could have supported them better.  

The student sample consisted of 348 persons (48.9% female) from 29 classes of 10 cantons 
in the Swiss German part of Switzerland. When students worked on the network task, 56.0% 
were at the end of grade 10, while the other 44.0% were about to finish grade 11, which is the 
end of compulsory schooling. Half of the students (49.9%) reported that they had completed 
their vocational choice process (10th graders: 23.5%; 11th graders: 83.2%). The other half 
(50.1%) indicated they are still investigating different options and searching for an apprentice-
ship or school-based education.  

In a qualitative study, interviews were conducted with 20 lower secondary teachers respon-
sible for career education (7 female, 13 male). All of them were class teachers, currently teach-
ing 10th graders, and thus responsible for guiding and supporting the career choice of their stu-
dents. Teachers described their career orientation lessons, commented on their role in the career 
orientation process (e.g., instructing, coaching, guiding, coordinating) and highlighted specific 
challenges that emerge during the lessons and the guidance of their students. Interviews were 
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transcribed and will be analysed with Maxqda. The results provide a preliminary insight into 
the data, as depth analyses are not yet available.  

3 Results 

3.1 Teachers as important persons in the career orientation process 
A first indication of teachers' role in the career orientation process is given simply by look-

ing at the number of students who think their teacher is essential in the career choice process. 
Of the 348 students, 329 enumerated persons that had played (a positive or negative) role 

in their career choice process. Two-thirds (69.6%, N=229) indicated that one or several teachers 
had played an important role. All others did not mention a teacher - neither the class teacher 
nor another teacher from their school. As expected, parents are most often named, with 316 
students (96.0%) mentioning them, and this is often in the first place. 

3.2 Students' perception of their teachers' activities and roles 
A second indication of how students perceive the role of teachers can be derived when 

asking students about particular actions of their teachers in the career choice process. Students 
rated several activities related to information, reflection, guidance, and support and indicated 
how often their teachers performed them. Descriptive results are shown in Table 1. 

In general, students had a positive view of their teachers. Most of them felt adequately 
supported and informed. Teachers advised how and where to find information and helped in 
decision-making. Importantly, in line with the goals set in the curriculum, they demanded stu-
dents to reflect carefully on their career goals and encouraged them to decide for themselves.  

Analyses of variance showed that 10th-grades felt more supported them 11th-graders, which 
might be due to the greater importance of career choice activities in the 10th grade. Also, those 
still searching for information and deciding on their pathway perceived their teachers as more 
active than those who had already finished their career choice process. This result might indi-
cate that teachers adapt their role to the needs of their students by focusing more on those stu-
dents that need more support. 

At a second glance, results might be interpreted more critically. The activities described 
above encompass the core tasks of teachers responsible for their students' career choice process. 
All teachers should, for example, lead and supervise the timing of the career orientation and 
each student's next steps. The fact that one out of five teachers did not seem to do so might be 
problematic and must be explored further.  
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Table 1 
Teachers' activities and roles in the career choice process, students' perception 

 

3.3 Particular experiences 
A third indication of how students perceive the role of teachers is given by evaluating the 

activities or behaviours of the teachers, which students experienced most positively, and what 
they missed. Students answered two open questions and described what their teachers had done 
exceptionally well and what they could have done better. 

Among the things teachers did particularly well were activities linked to career information 
and students' application to work experience days (Schnupperlehre) and apprenticeship places. 
Teachers informed about occupations, schools, and apprenticeships, instructed them how to 
write application letters and CVs and practised job interview situations. Other students high-
lighted that their teachers encouraged them to find their own way. Teachers advised them to 
explore different occupations and left ample space and enough time to think about their future. 
In doing this, teachers signalled that the students are responsible for their career choice. At the 
same time, they were available when students needed help.  

When asked about possible improvements, most students reported that there is nothing the 
teacher could have done better. Others recommended they their teacher spend more time with 
individual students. They should motivate students more to engage in the career choice process 
and give more or more positive feedback. Others wished to have had more time for career 
choice in general or related to specific tasks like learning and practising to apply for appren-
ticeships. 
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3.4 Teachers' perception of their role 
Teachers were asked to reflect on their role as instructor, guide, coordinator, etc., and report 

how they fulfil their different roles (s). The results reveal that teachers take on several different 
roles. In describing their roles, they used various terms that do not necessarily correspond to 
the abovementioned roles. Moreover, they interpreted their roles and the social expectations 
underlying them very differently.  

Many interviewees described themselves as coaches who accompany the students in their 
career choice process, motivating them and giving them impulses. They tried to help the stu-
dents initiate the career orientation process and supported them in reflecting on their interests 
and goals. Some teachers mentioned that they acted as mediators, assisting the students in ac-
cessing resources such as the Vocational Guidance Centre (BIZ). They provided information 
and contacts and supported students in using the services offered. Many of the interviewees 
described their role as being a supporter of the students by providing resources to make career 
choices. They encouraged the students to take responsibility for themselves, but at the same 
time, were there to help, especially if parents did not support students. Some interviewees saw 
themselves as a guide who assists the students at every step of the career guidance process. 
They helped them to stay on track, dealt with their questions and fears and tried to find solu-
tions. In some cases, the role of the coordinator was mentioned. This role included working 
with career counsellors and other relevant partners to ensure students receive appropriate sup-
port and information. As a coordinator, teachers also helped to find follow-up solutions for 
students who had not found an apprenticeship place. 

The interviews demonstrate that the roles of teachers in the career orientation process are 
multifaceted, partly overlap, and cannot be well distinguished from each other. They changed 
over time as students grew older, as one of the teachers stated: "Yes, I think the role also 
changes depending on the school year. In the first year, it's more like showing and instructing. 
In the meantime, it's more like coaching and a bit of (stimulating) reflection" [T22_167.02]. 
Roles also change as teachers gain more experience as a career orientation teacher: "So my role 
is to initiate thoughts and accompany the students in the process they are in. It was different in 
the beginning when I started. I always had the feeling that I was responsible for making it work 
in the end. But that is, I think, a little bit of the difficulty of separating oneself (from the expec-
tations of students and parents) [T31_180.04]. 

Finally, teachers expressed that they are just one of several important players in a network. 
A teacher stated that his role is "Advising, motivating, supporting "; and continued: "The re-
sponsibility is clearly with the parents, together with the children. That's why the parents' even-
ing in the BIZ (Vocational Guidance Centre) is very early. That's where it's communicated. I 
don't see myself as having the main responsibility, but I know some students don't have any 
support at home. Then I try to help them a lot." [T18_180.04]. 

4 Conclusion 
The vocational orientation process is embedded in a complex network in which students 

and their parents have the main responsibility. Oher social actors involved accompany the pro-
cess and act as gatekeepers. Teachers, particularly those responsible for career orientation, are 
important partners in this. They are responsible for fostering students' career planning and ca-
reer choice competencies in the lessons and providing support in the career orientation process. 
While it is too early to draw a conclusion here, our data show that teachers are confronted with 
different expectations and, thus, take on different roles. The roles and tasks accompanying them 
include instruction, information, guidance, support, and the expectation to communicate with 
and coordinate the actions of all the partners involved. Our data suggest that, in many cases, 
teachers seem to meet the needs of students. Students particularly appreciated the practical 
competencies they learned. They also emphasised that teachers left them the space and time to 
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reflect on their future. Teachers thus enabled them to start shaping their careers while at the 
same time providing guidance and support when students needed help. Our data also show that 
teachers have to (and do) adapt their roles over time, reacting to the changing needs of the 
students during lower secondary and based on the experience and growing expertise of the 
teachers themselves. Juggling different roles is demanding and may result in role overload if 
teachers are not provided with enough resources by schools. Role clarification might help to 
unburden the teachers. Also, initial and further training might address these issues to prepare 
teachers better for their roles and tasks in the career orientation process. 
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Abstract 
Context: The article deals with the theoretical foundations of and findings from a study con-
cerning the possibilities and limits of inclusive teaching and learning in vocational classroom 
situations. The study was the main part of the project InklusiBuS that was funded by the BMBF 
(German ministry of education and research) within the research programme MQInkBi (Qual-
ification of educational professionals for inclusive education). The main question of the study 
has been how VET teachers can enable inclusive learning situations by getting access to the 
heterogeneous lifeworlds in an inclusive class and understand these lifeworlds. 
Approach: The initial point is a theoretical framework based on system-theoretical and phe-
nomenological as well as action-theoretical approaches to inclusion. Based on this, a grounded 
theory approach was used in a first step to collect qualitative data on self-perception and per-
ception by others, on defining the situation and exploring subjective (everyday) theories of the 
actors among VET teachers, in-company training staff and trainees with and without disad-
vantage / disability in the federal state of Thuringia (Germany). Constant comparisons were 
made both between the groups and within the theoretical samples. In a second (quantitative) 
step the results were checked in a subsequent online questionnaire study among teachers from 
vocational schools of all 16 federal states of Germany. The findings were condensed into teach-
ers' strategies by using T-tests and PCA. 
Findings: The theoretical base is presented, as well as results on how VET teachers understand 
and externalize lifeworlds, to support inclusive teaching and learning and which approaches 
and strategies they use to open up the horizons of the lifeworlds of others. From the multitude 
of strategies teachers use to interact with heterogeneous groups the strategies for controlling 
group work and collaboration was chosen to give an example in this article how these strategies 
were derived. 
Conclusion: Joint (inclusive) teaching-learning processes represent action situations that de-
pend on comparable interpretations of the situation by the actors involved. The challenges are 
disparate lifeworlds which form the basis for situation definitions and are further apart from 
one another the more heterogeneous the groups are. Therefore, it must be clarified how teachers 
can access these lifeworlds and how learners can understand each other’s. 

 
Keywords: vocational education, inclusive teaching, lifeworld, inclusion, situation 
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1 Introduction 
The diversity of trainees in many respects has always been an integral part of vocational 

education, particularly because students with very different preconditions are involved. „Het-
erogeneity“ is a description of the usual situation in vocational schools. Efforts to act inclusively 
(actually: even more inclusively) in vocational education further increase this heterogeneity and 
bring new demands on teaching. So if „heterogeneity“ describes the state, „inclusion“ in a 
broader sense is the process that leads to more heterogeneity. 

„Heterogeneity“ has many facets. For example, it can refer to students’ origin, social status, 
previous education, performance, etc. pp. What those have in common is that they have an 
influence on the students’ lifeworlds („Lebenswelten”) and therefor become relevant for their 
learning: „The subjectivity of the life world arises in a double sense: on the one hand, because 
people's living conditions differ. At the same time, people themselves differ (in their physical 
and psychological make-up). Thus, on the one hand, what is perceived differs, but on the other 
hand, how something is perceived also differs“ (Kraus, 2013, p. 149, own translation). In the 
following, these lifeworlds will form the starting point for investigating the facilitation of joint 
teaching-learning processes in inclusive VET. We will first present theoretical explanatory ap-
proaches. They form the basis for an empirical study of teachers, students and trainers in voca-
tional education and training to enable inclusive teaching. We will conclude with recommen-
dations for its design. 

2 Inclusion in Systems Theory 
Inclusion in terms of systems theory (in the sense of Luhmann's approach) is not about to 

be included individuals but about communication. A social system consists only of communi-
cation (Luhmann, 1999). 'People' as a union of different systems (mental system, cardiovascular 
system etc.) are in the environment of social systems, and most of their 'parts' are irrelevant in 
terms of systems theory. It is only about the mental systems, i.e. the consciousness of the indi-
viduals involved or to be involved in teaching. Included here are all those who are structurally 
coupled to a social system and thus contribute to and are influenced by the complexity of com-
munication. „The difference of inclusion and exclusion refers to the way in which a society 
allows individuals to be persons and therefore to participate in communication“ (Baraldi et al., 
1999, p. 78, own translation). As long as there is an individual opportunity to participate in 
communication, inclusion takes place. In the model presented here, „inclusive teaching“ means 
the structural coupling of all mental systems to teaching communication, i.e. to the one social 
system of teaching. It means a change in the complexity in the systems involved. The prereq-
uisite for joint teaching would therefore be that the complexity of a social system does not 
overburden or underburden the mental systems to an extent that they can no longer handle. 

3 Situation and Lifeworld 
A prerequisite for the connectivity of communication in the social system is that the 

teacher, who contributes significantly to the production of this communication, can himself 
assess what is connectable, it means to understand what others can handle. This requires an 
understanding of the lifeworld of others and the ability to create suitable situations for joint 
action as a demand for all participating mental systems, i.e. also to the students with and without 
disabilities/disadvantages. In order to enable structural coupling, the life worlds of the individ-
uals must become „understandable“ in order to promote joint learning actions. We will first 
look at the „situation“ in order to be able to show the meaning of „lifeworld“. 
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3.1 Situation 
Situation is a very specific term that has been studied many times in different disciplines 

(e.g. Hoefert & Brauns, 1982; Markowitz, 1979; Schulz-Schaeffer, 2009), even if it is consid-
ered less intensively in pedagogy (see also Beck, 1996; differently in Mollenhauer, 1972). A 
distinction must be made here between situation and location. While the latter means a point in 
space and time, situation cannot be described in the same way. It is rather the reflection of being 
located. In this sense, situation is tied to individuals as much as location, but not to the same 
extent to space and time. „Situation is not the location someone is in (objectively) at a particular 
space-time point, but 'situation' is the subjective perception and interpretation of all the above 
factors at a particular space-time point“ (Reichertz, 2013, p. 159, own translation). 

”If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas Theorem, 
Thomas & Thomas, 1928, p. 571). Situations therefore do not „subsist“, but require discovery 
or creation by the subject. They are to be defined, even though they are already present in the 
lifeworld as a priori possible definitions of situations. A situation only becomes a situation 
when a section of the lifeworld is consciously made into an object. This happens by thematising 
it, i.e. by giving it a meaning. With a definition of a situation, complexity is reduced at the same 
time by selecting from the multitude of possible situation definitions (cf. Vonken, 2005). 

3.2 Lifeworld 
The lifeworld is „represented by a culturally transmitted and linguistically organised stock 

of interpretative patterns“ (Habermas, 1987, p. 189, own translation). A situation is an excerpt 
from the referential contexts of this lifeworld (Habermas, 1987, p. 187). The concept of life-
world describes „the pre-scientific common world of experience, the 'realm of original evi-
dence'„ (Dietz, 1993, p. 31, own translation). It is not the object of human interpretations, but 
the framework within which interpretations are made. It has emerged from the constructions 
and interpretations of the world that have already taken place, consists of intersubjective cer-
tainties and interpretations that have become self-evident. It represents the acquired stock of 
possible interpretations between the a priori given and the a posteriori structured world. 

The definition of a situation within the framework of the lifeworld is further limited by the 
horizon as a limitation of possible interpretations of situations by lifeworld boundaries; i.e. we 
define only those situations that are embedded in our lifeworld. The lifeworld in turn, and with 
it the boundaries, changes with each new situation and of course with learning. „Perspective 
and horizon are the interrelated features of what is phenomenologically called a situation (…). 
Being situated is the ongoing movement from the actual to the possible, the present to the future, 
the given to the new, the real to the imaginary. This movement or change is the principle of 
what we call experience and behaviour. To live means to live in and toward changing horizons“ 
(Graumann, 1989, p. 97, emphasis in original). 

3.3 Learning, Lifeworld and Situation 
This „ongoing movement“ shows a close connection to learning as a departure from the 

now into the future. Learning takes place in situations (e.g. Lave, 1991), and also means the 
expansion of the lifeworld and its boundaries. We can only start a learning process from what 
is already embedded in our lifeworld and limited by our personal boundaries, but expand the 
latter through learning. 

Learning together requires a common definition of the situation. „The situation is first 
given to everyone from their own perspective and is thus unique for everyone, often also not 
precisely determined, but only provisional or vague, and the interpretations are open to devel-
opment“ (Reichertz, 2013, p. 161, own translation). This ‘own perspective’ is the lifeworld that 
must be aware of and externalised on the one hand, and understood and accepted by others on 
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the other hand, for a common learning situation. According to Habermas, such a common situ-
ation definition can be achieved through communicative negotiations in which the participants 
agree on a common interpretation (Habermas, 1987, p. 185ff.). Theories of situation often seem 
to assume that all those involved in the situation can per se come to comparable situation defi-
nitions (e.g. Reichertz, 2013, p. 167). But this is not necessarily the case in inclusive teaching-
learning situations, because the lifeworlds here can be very different. The distance of the life-
worlds increases with the distance of the circumstances in life: „The subjectivity of the life-
world thus arises in a double sense: on the one hand, because people's living conditions differ. 
At the same time, people themselves differ (in their physical and psychological make-up). Thus, 
on the one hand, what is perceived differs, but on the other hand, how something is perceived 
also differs“ (Kraus, 2013, p. 149, own translation). 

For joint learning, possibilities of common situation definitions must first be created by 
enabling participants to understand each other's lifeworld and boundaries so that the mental 
systems can be structurally linked to the social system of teaching. Therefore, the complexity 
of the social system must not over- or under-challenge the mental systems. The lifeworld serves 
as a structuring aid for the mental system. If communication in the social system suggests men-
tal processes that are not only not reflected in the structure, but go far beyond it, the possibility 
of connection is missing. In this respect, „learning“ is always a balancing act of latent overtax-
ing of mental systems, which in the case of success and under the condition of basic lifeworld 
compatibility leads to a change in this lifeworld. Through the build-up of complexity in the 
social system, an indirect influence on the development of the lifeworld and the horizons takes 
place. 

The lifeworld is the background against which situations are interpreted (defined). The 
situation definition in turn determines whether individuals can contribute to a communication 
or not (converging/diverging situation definition) (Fig. 1). 

 
Figure 1 
From the lifeworld to the social system 

 
	
If there are divergent definitions of the situation, the social system should change to a ne-

gotiation process about the interpretation of the situation, thematising the process of under-
standing the different life worlds (or relevant parts). Afterwards a renewed situation definition 
can either lead to communication about the learning object or require renewed negotiation pro-
cesses. Failure of this process is also possible and probable. However, joint learning is only 
possible when the situation definitions have converged sufficiently to establish a common so-
cial system. In the course of the communication process, the lifeworld also changes („learning“) 
in the sense that when the respective subjective horizon of one's own situation definition is 
exceeded, the boundary of the lifeworld can change and, in the best case, the different situation 
horizons move towards each other: „In this respect, due to the operational closure of human 
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cognition, the lifeworld is, on the one hand, an ineluctably subjective category, which is, how-
ever, on the other hand, subject to the conditions of the life situation due to the structural cou-
pling“ (Kraus, 2013, p. 152, own translation). 

The probability of converging situation definitions decreases with increasing divergence 
of the relevant lifeworlds. The teacher is therefore given a role in mediating and generating 
communication, and this also and especially applies to negotiating common definitions of situ-
ations and making the different life worlds understandable. The students need to do this as well. 
These considerations lead to the following questions regarding the promotion of inclusive 
teaching and learning: 

• How can individual lifeworlds be made accessible and understandable for others? 
• How can boundaries of lifeworlds be shown and made understandable? 
• What strategies do teachers already use to make different lifeworlds and horizons 

visible to others? 
• How do students (with/without impairments) make their lifeworlds understandable 

for others in order to make common situation definitions possible? 

4 Research Methodology 
In order to answer these questions, first a qualitative interview study was conducted, which 

was intended to reveal the subjective (everyday) theories of actors in vocational education con-
cerning handling of lifeworlds. Based on the theoretical considerations, three groups were iden-
tified as relevant to the survey: Vocational school teachers, trainees and in-firm trainers. The 
survey was conducted in form of guided interviews and analysed according to the method of 
grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, 1998). After a total of 53 interviews (24 teachers, 6 
trainers, 23 young people with/without disadvantage/disability), a saturation set in. In conduct-
ing the interviews, we followed the defining components of the practice of grounded theory 
according to Glaser & Strauss (Charmaz, 2014, p. 7f.; Glaser & Strauss, 1967, 1998; Strauss, 
1987). Constant comparisons were made both between the groups and within the theoretical 
samples (for further details see Vonken et al., 2021). The results were checked in a subsequent 
online questionnaire study and condensed into teachers' strategies using T-tests and PCA. A 
total of 866 teachers from 1781 schools from all 16 federal states of Germany participated. 

5 Understanding other Lifeworlds and creating Situations for sharing Lifeworlds 
In this section we present the results of the two studies in abbreviated form1. First, we show 

several approaches to understanding lifeworlds by teachers, followed by the findings on the 
creation of lifeworld exchange situations by teachers in the classroom. 

5.1 The search for Access to other Lifeworlds 

As	a	first	step,	teachers	must	decipher	their	student’s	lifeworlds	by	getting	access	to	
them.	The	teachers	in	our	interviews	are	intuitively	aware	of	it	and	so	four	forms	of	ac-
cess	could	be	extracted.	

1. Direct communicative access 
This is the most obvious variant of gaining access to the students’ lifeworlds through com-

munication. It takes place in classroom situations through direct questioning or more explicitly 
in get-to-know rounds, but also in the form of short conversations before or after class. Students 
also reveal their lifeworld by themself when the teacher serves as a contact person for private 
matters, but this presupposes an established relationship of trust. 

 
 
1		 For	a	more	detailed	analysis	see	(Vonken	et	al.,	2021).	
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2. Observational approach 
Less obtrusive than directly addressing students seems to be their observation in different 

contexts. This approach offers the possibility of recognising aspects of the lifeworld but is also 
more dependent on interpretation by the teacher than is the case with the direct communicative 
approach. However, this and the other approaches increase the distance to the bearers of the 
lifeworld. Teachers focus primarily on the body language of their students and pay attention to 
mood swings. Lifeworld shows itself in the deviation, in the change of roles (cf. Mead, 2000), 
when proven patterns of one's own lifeworld are used to interpret situations. An observational 
approach is ultimately more presuppositional for teachers when attempting interpretation. 

3. Indirect-communicative approach 
Communication with third parties, e.g. with parents, other teachers, social workers or the 

students' company trainers, is characteristic for the indirect-communicative approach. In the 
interviews, as well as corroborated by the quantitative study, this access is described more as 
completing and supplementing one's own picture. 

4. Access via documents 
Depending on the educational institution, teachers and trainers have access to various doc-

uments related to students, such as CVs, training contracts, school reports, medical reports and 
school records, which teachers can use to obtain information. However, this also leads to a 
dependence on the quality of the construction of third parties who have written the documents. 
Nevertheless, they offer a form of orientation and a comparison to one's own constructions 
about the students. In the studies, it was noticed that access via documents does not tend to 
occur in combination with other accesses. In the worst case, the documents are not decoded by 
the teachers or do not have any effect in everyday school life for other reasons. 

It is easy to see that the distance to the lifeworld also increases with this approach and that 
the interpretation on the part of the teacher becomes more difficult, since the teacher has to rely 
on the reliability of the assessment of others instead of making it himself. 

5.2 Understanding the Lifeworld 
The results of the different variants of approaches to lifeworlds must be processed in the 

second step, i.e. reconstructed, in order to then create situations for inclusive teaching-learning 
processes. In the process of understanding, it often becomes clear that one's own limits of access 
to the lifeworld of the other must be overcome. On the basis of one's own rationality, an attempt 
is made to put oneself in the other person's rationality: „It is obvious: that if one wants to im-
agine a thinking being, one must put oneself in its place and thus subordinate one's own subject 
to the object one wants to consider“ (Kant, 2003, p. A223, own translation). Teachers identify 
a different lifeworld when it shows a deviation from some kind of behavioural norm/expecta-
tion, or in situations of conflict, e.g. when students reach a certain frustration level. Such be-
haviour often evokes a demand from the teacher (see chapter 5.1). After this observation, fur-
ther processing of what has been perceived must take place. Let us work out an example of how 
such a process of understanding can take place. An interviewed teacher said: 

„Because to put myself in their shoes, to penetrate the reality of their lives, would also 
mean that in principle I would have to understand their reality of life. But to a large extent I 
don't understand them, because I come from a completely different background, from socially 
different backgrounds, from educationally different backgrounds than some students. To be 
honest, I have to say that. I think someone who received his whole life a welfare aid and who, 
for example, is only perceived by his parents as somehow being able to do that, and who then 
struggles to go to school. I can't understand the reality of his life.” (LK 03, 26, own translation). 

1. Own lifeworld as a construction background 
The example shows one's own lifeworld as the basis for reconstructing access to others. 

Obviously, the teacher could not gain any experience in her life of what it means to live on 
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welfare aid, so that here there are own constructions about it and information from third parties 
is used for understanding. Situations are interpreted within the boundaries of one's own life-
world; a context of reference is already embedded in every situation (cf. Heidegger, 1996; Joas, 
1996), which anticipates its interpretation. Far-away life worlds are an obstacle to their com-
prehensibility: „In the natural setting, I only become aware of the lack of harmony in my stock 
of knowledge when a new kind of experience does not fit into the reference scheme that was 
previously considered unquestionable“ (Schütz & Luckmann, 2003, p. 35, own translation). 
Interpretations with one's own lifeworld as a constructional background and with the help of 
foreign constructions can help to overcome the limits of understanding foreign lifeworlds. 

2. Putting oneself in the place of the other person 
Accordingly, it is difficult to put oneself in the other person's shoes and this is not done in 

this case. This depends on understanding the reality of the other person's life in order to be able 
to anticipate or think along with their feelings in a particular situation or challenge. Reflectively, 
a development of lifeworlds initially takes place on a purely cognitive level, whereby the at-
tempt is made to also comprehend the respective emotions. 

3. Constructions of other lifeworlds 
The result then represents one's own constructions of the lifeworld of the counterpart. In 

the example, the teacher deduces a student’s unwillingness to go to school from the fact that 
he/she grew up in a welfare recipient household, i.e. a construction on behaviour and participa-
tion in lessons. In relation to teachers, constructions about the students' interaction with each 
other, about the students' private environment, about the students' world of thoughts and feel-
ings as well as constructions about disability, disadvantage and inclusion could be worked out. 
These will subsequently guide the further interaction with the counterpart and, to draw a loop 
back to the approaches, should possibly be questioned and validated by further findings. 

4. Recognising the boundaries of others' lifeworlds 
If	we	understand	the	lifeworld	as	a	space	of	experience	and	possibility	of	acting	and	in-
terpreting	in	the	world,	it	becomes	immediately	clear	that	this	space	is	not	infinite	but	
limited.	What	is	meant	are	limits	of	understanding.	Beyond	these	limits,	we	leave	our	
safe	patterns	of	interpretation.	Just	as	the	teacher	mentioned	above	cannot	comprehend	
the	life	world	of	the	student,	teachers	observe	this	with	students	among	themselves.	
Two	approaches	to	this	have	been	noticed	in	the	research:	either	on	a	communicative	
level	or	on	the	basis	of	observed	behaviour.	

5.3 Creating Situations for Lifeworld Exchange 
After the teacher has identified and interpreted the students' lifeworlds, the next step is to 

transfer this to the action level. The teacher supports the students to go through a similar process 
of identifying and interpreting. For this, it is necessary that he/she reflects on his/her construc-
tions and derives teaching approaches. 

The insights gained into teaching approaches for creating situations can be structured in 
the form of questions: 

Who or what? 
Three levels can be found for initiating and framing situations of creating a lifeworld ex-

change. First of all, teachers often place themselves at the centre in the implementation of teach-
ing approaches. By consciously orienting their own actions to the needs of the students, paying 
attention to correct pronunciation, treating the students and their lifeworld information with 
respect and exemplifying other secondary virtues, the teacher maintains the framing of these 
situations. Teachers are also responsible for adjusting the level of demands in class. On a second 
level, they focus on the cooperation of the students. In order to recognise the life worlds, they 
should support each other and, if necessary, act as lifeworld mediators in the case of incompre-
hensible facts. On the third level, there are forms of rules that help teachers to create or maintain 
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situations. Values such as respect, solidarity and loyalty, as well as the introduction of rules of 
conduct, create an atmosphere that makes it possible to open up the lifeworld among the stu-
dents. 

2. For whom? 
The approaches to supporting students differ in whether they refer to an individual or a 

group. The former can be seen in the individual adaptation of school procedures and structures, 
such as in physical education, when students with physical disabilities „(...) can go to a special 
gym, for example, to work on the rest of their posture, so to speak“ (LK 04, 04, own translation) 
or through the individual use of additional media. 

3. How? 
Both communicative and experiential approaches are used for the exchange of students' 

lifeworlds with each other. The communicative approach is to let the students have their say as 
much as possible and to deal with issues discursively. Discussion rounds, get-to-know-you 
games and partner interviews encourage the students to exchange ideas on the basis of set top-
ics. Alternatively, the structuring of situations can be dispensed with and the students can be 
given the responsibility of exchanging their lives. In this free space, they should develop their 
own forms of communication and get to know each other. This is justified either by great trust 
or also by the feeling of not being entitled to penetrate the lifeworlds. 

5.4 Example from the survey 

With	regard	to	experiences,	specific	methods	with	individual	lifeworld	references	are	
applied	first.	The	starting	point	for	biography-oriented	teaching	are	examples	from	the	
lifeworlds	of	both,	students	and	teachers.	Thus,	lifeworld	topics	as	lesson	content	are	
linked	to	the	lifeworlds	of	students	and	teachers.	Using	PCA,	the	items	in	the	question-
naire	study	were	divided	into	three	strategies:	

(1)	A	more	communicative	approach	by	using	partner	interviews,	chair	circles,	
group	discussions	or	more	discursive	forms	of	discussion;	
(2)	A	more	performative	approach	when,	for	example,	disabilities/disadvantages	of	
students	are	a	concrete	topic	in	the	classroom;	and	
(3)	Approaches	that	are	adaptive	to	teaching.	

As	short	explanation,	we	will	use	the	example	of	strategies	for	controlling	group	work	
and	collaboration	to	show	how	these	strategies	were	derived2:	
 
Figure 2 
Strategies for controlling group work and collaboration 

 
 

As	can	be	seen	in	Figure	2,	the	strategy	consists	of	three	sub-strategies.	The	table	
below	shows	the	components	of	these	strategies:	
  

 
 
2		 For	the	entire	analysis	with	all	strategies	and	data	see	(Vonken	et	al.,	2021).	
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Table 1 
PCA for strategies for controlling group work and collaboration 
  Component Mean3 

  1 2 3   

In group work, I assign students to groups so that there are changes 
in the working groups.   .578   2.15 

In class, I encourage students to support each other. .487 .502   1.57 

In my classes, I deliberately place students with learning disabilities 
next to the best students in the class.   .698   2.59 

I have already discussed my students' impairments as a lesson con-
tent with the whole class in order to achieve a better understanding.   .570   2.88 

I use everyday examples from my students' lives to make the lesson 
content more understandable. .617     1.66 

I require all students to participate in group work.     -.772 1.50 

I let students who do not want to work with others solve group tasks 
on their own.     .794 3.05 

I try to create a class atmosphere among the students that makes it 
easier for them to open up. .733     1.51 

In open class discussion, I make sure that quieter students also par-
ticipate in the lesson. .421 .466   1.66 

In open class discussion, I allow quieter students to withdraw. .326   .546 2.50 

My students share their lifeworlds on their own. .630     2.04 

 
Influencing the class atmosphere 
When teachers pursue the strategy of consciously influencing the class atmosphere in order 

to promote cooperation among the students, they often use the approach of referring to the 
lifeworld already described in the qualitative evaluation (see Vonken et al., 2021). In order to 
create an atmosphere in the class that should make it easier for all participants to open up to the 
others (M = 1.51), the teachers consciously refer to the students' lifeworlds (M = 1.66) by illus-
trating learning content with everyday examples from students' lives. In addition to a more 
comprehensible teaching of the subject matter, according to our assumption from the qualitative 
empirical study, the teachers also show the students that the disclosure of lifeworlds can be 
significant for the course of the lesson and is valued. The quantitative data now shows that as 
soon as the teachers reported using the strategy of influencing the classroom atmosphere, they 
were also able to determine that their students were already sharing their lifeworlds predomi-
nantly on their own (M = 2.04). This suggests that the teachers already consider the use of the 
strategy to create a conducive atmosphere to be successful, that the students can actually appre-
ciate the reference to the lifeworld on the part of the teachers and that this has a conducive 
effect on the class atmosphere for the disclosure of lifeworlds. 

Addressing heterogeneity 
Furthermore, the control of group processes can take place by means of a strategy of of-

fensive thematisation of heterogeneity in the class. If this strategy is chosen, teachers again use 
approaches of referring to the lifeworld, but rarely address the concrete impairment character-
istics of individual students explicitly and openly in front of the group. Also, the impairment 
characteristics are hardly ever discussed as a lesson content in the whole class (M = 2.88) and 
therefore the approach of using the students' lifeworld as a visual example is hardly used. The 

 
 
3	The	scale	of	these	items	is:	1	-	very	often,	2	-	often,	3	-	rarely,	4	-	never	
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reference is rather made as a didactic facet of lifeworld exchange in the composition of groups 
in class. Whereas the interviews previously showed that teachers put together their learning and 
working groups both consciously and unconsciously without any significant tendency, in this 
strategy they clearly rely on a conscious allocation of students (M = 2.15). This leads to a con-
stant change of the confronted lifeworlds in the attempt to make the heterogeneity in the class 
apparent to the students. 

The implicit characteristic of this strategy becomes even clearer when looking at another 
approach. Students with learning disabilities are rarely placed next to high achievers (M = 2.59). 
Rather, the teachers ask all students in the class to support each other in the classroom (M = 
1.57). The research thus shows that teachers who pursue this strategy rarely explicitly address 
the diversity of the students themselves in front of the group. They avoid taking on a central 
role in communicating disadvantages and rely on group processes in the experience of the stu-
dents' lifeworlds among each other. Possible reasons for this can be found elsewhere in the 
survey. In order to confidently lead conversations about different impairment characteristics, it 
is advantageous to have acquired a basic knowledge about these. With regard to the question 
of which documents teachers use to inform themselves about the lifeworld of their students 
(PCA of variants of developing lifeworlds, factor 1, Vonken et al., 2021, p. 159, table 15), it 
becomes clear that a large number of them hardly obtain any additional third-order information 
besides school reports, CVs, training contracts or student files. If there is a lack of knowledge 
about the realities of life of students with impairments or possible disabilities in general, teach-
ers will probably tend to leave the discussion of impairments to the students themselves or to 
create situations in which the students are supposed to become implicitly aware of their differ-
ences themselves. 

Dealing with concessions 
With regard to granting concessions as a strategy for managing group and student cooper-

ation in class, it is evident that teachers are only rarely willing to do so and often assume the 
participation of all students (M = 1.50). Students who cannot work together with others in this 
constellation are rarely given the opportunity to solve group tasks independently (M = 3.05). 
Even outside the group work phases, the approach of making concessions to some students 
based on personal characteristics or supporting them in their communication is hardly used. For 
example, the teachers state that they rarely give quieter students the opportunity to withdraw in 
open classroom discussions (M = 2.50). Based on the quantitative data, it becomes clear that 
the strategy of granting concessions to students in heterogeneous classes is hardly used by 
teachers at vocational schools. With a view to the further research of the online survey, it also 
becomes apparent that the teachers surveyed, according to their own assessment, consciously 
refrain from giving preferential treatment to students (cf. Vonken et al., 2021) . This confirms 
the assumptions about the teaching approach to support the communication of students from 
the evaluation of the qualitative interview study, that the teachers are aware of different possi-
bilities of individual support in heterogeneous classes, but that they deliberately only rarely use 
them because they do not want to make any differences. 

6 To the End 
As can be seen, the conditions for inclusive vocational learning are as manifold as the 

possibilities to initiate it. We have deliberately limited ourselves in this study to exploring and 
describing the conditions of the possibilities for inclusive VET. What is not to be found here 
are explanations of the thematic design of inclusive teaching and learning. That is left to subject 
didactics. However, before thinking about whether and how content can be prepared inclu-
sively, an attempt should be made to design the teaching situation itself inclusively, inde-
pendently of the subject, so that a structural coupling of all to the teaching communication 
becomes possible. This is the real challenge, because if it is not made possible for those 
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involved in learning processes to learn together, teaching can only be integrative, but never 
inclusive. 
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Abstract 
Context: The learning environment at vocational schools influences the students' learning, 
well-being, and drop-out rates. In the paper, we summarize factors that affect the learning en-
vironment in vocational education and training programs. 
Approach: The factors have been identified in a literature review of international research. The 
literature includes studies on learning environment from a previous mapping, literature search 
in the ERIC database and in the journals, ' International Journal for Research in Vocational 
Education and Training', 'Nordic Journal of Vocational Education and Training', and 'ECER 
VETNET proceedings'. In the study, we have categorized the factors in two main categories: 
the professional learning environment and social learning environment. 
Findings: Concerning the professional learning environment, it is important that the students 
accomplish authentic vocational tasks and that they are involved actively and responsibly in the 
learning process. It is important that the teachers ensure systematic and differentiated feedback, 
have positive expectations for the students' performance and guide the students to set and stick 
to realistic goals. Concerning the social learning environment, it is important that the teachers 
establish positive relationships with the students and that the teachers act as authentic role mod-
els for the students in and outside the classroom. Furthermore, it is important that the teachers 
encourage positive relations among the students by creating vocational and social communities, 
counteracting bullying, and gender discrimination.  
Conclusion: The teachers play an important part in the development of the learning environ-
ment. Consequently, it requires several competences to be a good VET-teacher, competences 
that encompass much more than the specific subject and job-related competences. A well-func-
tioning learning environment requires the teachers to have social and personal competences. 
 
Keywords: learning environment, literature review, goal setting, feedback, role models, 
teacher competences 

1 Introduction 
The learning environment at vocational schools influences the students' learning, their well-

being, and their drop-out rates (Rambøll, 2018; Epinion/DPU, 2020). Consequently, the content 
and form of the learning environment is an important factor in the learning process. 

In the article, we summarize factors that affect the learning environment in vocational edu-
cation and training programs. These factors have been identified in a literature review of inter-
national research. The literature includes primary sources on learning environment from a 
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previous mapping, literature search in the ERIC1 database and in the journals, ' International 
Journal for Research in Vocational Education and Training', 'Nordic Journal of Vocational Ed-
ucation and Training', and 'ECER VETNET proceedings'. 

We define learning environment as the context in which the learning takes place. By context 
we mean the educational setting in which the vocational training programs are conducted. The 
setting includes the form and content of the training programs. In the current article we focus 
on factors in the education and training process. 

2 Significant factors in a learning environment 
A general conclusion from the current study is that many factors play a role in the consti-

tution of the beneficial learning environment. Moreover, these factors are interrelated and 
sometimes overlapping. Three examples of such studies can illustrate this complexity. 

A German study of factors having impact on the learning environment based on both review 
results and comprehensive interviews with students in a vocational setting found that several 
indicators are vital. The study concludes that a ‘powerful’ learning environment is characterized 
by authentic and challenging tasks, activating teaching methods (collaborative learning and 
problem-based teaching), differentiated teaching and guidance that focuses on the student's pro-
fessional development (Placklé et al., 2014, 2018, 2020). An Italian study demonstrate the same 
complexity and summarizes 13 factors that influence the teaching environment in vocational 
education. The most important factors are the students' experience of autonomy and responsi-
bility and the importance of simulating the work context in teaching (Perini & Pentassuglia, 
2018). A study from Malta indicates that a 'powerful learning environment' includes clarifica-
tion of professional identity, a high degree of participant involvement and reflective learning, 
comprehensive differential guidance from teachers, and teachers' support for the development 
of students' motivation for learning and independent management of learning (Said, 2018). 

Based on the complexity in the patterns of factors and some overlapping variables, we have 
located different types of factors in the literature review. We have categorized the factors into 
two main categories. Factors related to the professional learning environment and factors re-
lated to the social learning environment. The first category, defined as the conditions that relate 
to the teaching process, we have divided into 1) authenticity in the training programs, 2) the 
students goal setting, 3) feedback from the teacher, and 4) support and differentiation. The sec-
ond category, defined as the social relationship between teacher and student and among stu-
dents, we have divided into 1) the relation between teacher and student, and 2) the relations 
between students. 

We present the general findings found in the literature. We have not analyzed the relative 
influence the different factors have on the quality of the learning environment. Likewise, we 
have not analyzed how different factors interact. We present factors – found in the analyzed 
studies - having an impact on the learning environment. 

3 The professional learning environment 

3.1  Authenticity in the training programs 
The students working in the classroom must have authenticity. A Norwegian study finds 

that the teaching must be authentic. Practice-based teaching, where students work with realistic 
 

 
1  The search in ERIC has used the following search threads: VET OR ' vocational education and training ' or ' 

vocational education ' or ' vocational training ' or ' vocational school ' AND ' Learning environment ' or ' 
education environment ' or ' school environment '. The search has been accomplished in the period 2010-
2020. 
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tasks and relate these tasks to a future job, improve their motivation. In school, vocational prac-
tice provides a decisive opportunity for learning and development of motivation. Access to 
realistic or authentic tasks is of great importance. Students in all program areas highlight it as 
important (Høst, 2015). A study of vocational training in media production also points to the 
importance of authentic tasks - particularly at the beginning of the training program. Authentic 
tasks increase the students' perception of the relevance of education (Aakernes, 2018). 

A study of the use of simulation in health care education shows that students understand the 
theoretical knowledge much better when they can test it in a simulated practice. Thus, simula-
tion can contribute to creating a better connection between theory and practice – and offer a 
more coherent study environment (Aarkrog & Puge, 2019). Teachers may find it difficult to 
carry out practice-based teaching. An Australian study points out that teachers must be trained 
to connect theory and practice in authentic contexts, to include the students' prior learning and 
to use realistic evaluation methods (Downing, 2017). 

The connection between school and internship can be improved through the collaboration 
between the school's teachers and the supervisors in the internship. Thus, a Danish study shows 
that a good relationship between the teacher at the school and the supervisor at the internship 
can promote the experience of coherence. The challenge is to create a systematic relationship 
at teacher level and to utilize this relationship to give students a clear perception of the connec-
tion between school and internship (Louw & Katznelson, 2019). The students' opportunity to 
form a clear and coherent picture of their future profession through the company internship has 
a positive impact on motivation for the school part and the learning environment (Nielsen et 
al., 2013). 

According to a Swedish study of the teachers' relation to learning in practice, teachers with 
good relationships with the local working life can support students better than teachers without 
such relationships. It is thus important that teachers have knowledge not only about their sub-
ject, but also about the local labor market, companies and their trainers and supervisors 
(Mårtensson et al., 2019). This is confirmed by another study, where it is concluded that teach-
ers’ contact and relationship with businesses in the local environment are important for the 
learning environment (Høst, 2015). A close collaboration between schools and internships is 
vital (EVA, 2017b). Such collaboration can also prevent students from feeling that their expec-
tations for the internship are not met, which is a significant reason for dropping out (Dyssegaard 
et al., 2014 a; 2014 b). 

A Dutch study points to the importance of a positive interaction between the learning envi-
ronment at the school and the learning environment at the workplace. The students experienced 
that their internship changed their way of learning at school. Through practical experiences, the 
school-based environment became more meaningful for the students. The study stresses the 
importance of teachers stimulating these reflections for the students (Baartman et al., 2018). 

3.2  The students’ goal setting 
The clearer the students perceive the goals and the meaning of the teaching, the better the 

learning environment. A Danish study finds that the students' goals for the training and their 
ability to maintain these goals have a positive effect on the students' motivation for learning 
and retention in the education. It is therefore important that teachers clarify this in the learning 
programs (Mariager-Andersson et al., 2019; Aarkrog & Wahlgren, 2022). The schools must 
strengthen the students' own interests and abilities in relation to their choice of education to 
maintain and strengthen their goal orientation (Becker et al., 2018). Not least in relation to 
vulnerable students, it is important that counselors and teachers participate in determining and 
maintaining young people's goals (Martínez-Serrano et al., 2019). It is important that it is the 
student who sets the goal, and that the goal setting reflects the student's future and not the con-
tent of the education. The challenge is to guide the student to formulate goals that are motivating 
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as well as realistic (Cedefop, 2016). A study points to the importance of being able to talk to 
students about their goals and their career paths (Draaisma et al., 2018). 

3.3  Feedback from teacher to student 
Feedback contributes to increased retention and to strengthening the individual's perception 

of the learning environment. The teacher's positive expectations of the students and feedback 
on the students' performance in relation to this positively influence the students' learning and 
the learning environment (Rambøll, 2018). A study shows that teachers using frequent meas-
urements of the students' development, providing continuous feedback and creating a high level 
of expectation in the class, make the students more independent achieving better results 
(Helaire, 2014). A Danish case study of carpentry education shows that it is important for teach-
ers to make it clear to the students what is expected of them and what criteria they are measured 
against. The teachers must clarify the rules for the students’ performance and the assessment of 
the students. The challenge is to communicate these rules to the students in such a way that they 
take ownership of the rules and norms of the education (Louw, 2013). 

A Norwegian study shows that students' engagement increases when emphasis is placed on 
the students' own assessment of their work and development. The didactic element is 'station 
training', i.e., structuring the training in a series of stations (subtasks) that the students accom-
plish. The students are assessed, and they assess themselves in relation to how they solve the 
various sub-tasks, learning how they progress. Thus, an important element in the training is the 
teachers' ongoing professional and pedagogical feedback to the students (Stousland & Witsø, 
2015). 

3.4  Support and differentiation 
The teachers' ability to provide personal and differentiated professional support strengthens 

the learning environment. Individualized support and differentiated teaching have a positive 
effect on students' well-being (Rambøll, 2016). Teachers with professional practice and work-
ing life experience, who can create confidence and give students personal support, are perceived 
by students as the best teachers (Høst, 2015). 

A prerequisite for a good digital learning environment is that the teacher can uncover the 
students' prerequisites, instruct the students, and give them feedback (EVA, 2017a). In addition, 
a challenge with digital learning courses is that they require relatively small class sizes, so that 
the teacher can interact with the individual student (EVA, 2019). IT-supported teaching can be 
used in connection with differentiation, feedback, motivation and linking of school and practi-
cal parts of the programs (EVA, 2017a). 

Using IT in teaching can strengthen student retention. The results from a development work 
show that video-based presentations of simulations of practice-oriented projects and of system-
atic guidance strengthen the learning environment and reduce dropouts (Salvà et al., 2018). 

4 The social learning environment 

4.1 The relations between teacher and student 
Interaction between teachers, students, counselors, and school leaders support student re-

tention and the development of the learning environment (Dyssegaard et al., 2014b). 
The students' autonomy and self-determination, which is supported in student-activating 

forms of teaching such as project work, has a positive effect on their relationship with the teach-
ers. The more the teachers collaborate with the students, the more the students are motivated 
and take responsibility for their learning (Rambøll, 2016). An Australian study points to factors 
that are important for engaging students in education, including care for the student's well-
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being, positive teacher-student relationships, an overall goal of building students' faith in their 
own abilities and more generally faith in themselves (Murray & Mitchell, 2016). A Spanish 
study shows that it has a positive impact on retention in education when teachers have faith in 
the students' potential, make demands on the students and evaluate these demands. In addition, 
that the teachers create closeness and are available to the students (Pinya et al., 2018). 

Students who do not show sufficient respect for the teacher have a negative influence on 
the relationship with the teacher. Teachers favoring some students and stigmatizing others also 
negatively affect the relationship. It has a positive effect on the students' well-being and reten-
tion in education that the teacher is friendly, caring, and professionally and personally support-
ive. Finally, it is important that the schools appreciate teachers who work to create positive 
teacher-student relationships (Krane et al., 2016). 

A study of the teachers' relational work shows that this makes demands on the teacher's 
socio-emotional competences, which include that the teacher acts sensitively and responsibly, 
that the teacher is present and can handle emotions, and that the teacher acknowledge the stu-
dent and supports his emotional development (Aspelin, 2019). Furthermore, regarding the 
teachers' competences, an Australian study shows that it is important that teachers are aware of 
their importance for retention and student engagement. Positive relationships must be created 
with the students. The relationships must be respectful, inclusive, and supportive in relation to 
the students' differential needs. Students must feel valued and respected by their teacher 
(Dutschke, 2018). 

A Danish study of the teachers' relational competence, i.e., the ability to create relationships 
among the students and between the students and the teacher, shows that the relational compe-
tence has an influence on the students' dropout. The relational competence included teachers' 
ability to meet students as individuals, know their names, greet them, encourage them; but also, 
their ability to understand the students' situation and the difficulties they may have in and out-
side of school. The study also showed that the teachers' relational competence and their social 
responsibility could be increased through teacher training (Wahlgren & Mariager-Andersson, 
2017). 

A part of the relationship between teachers and students is that the teachers are role models 
for the students. A German study shows that contact with practice and with professional role 
models strengthens a professional environment. Career guidance of students can be strength-
ened through the inclusion of role models related to the students' wishes (Neuenschwander et 
al., 2018). Another study points out that the students in vocational education are mainly engaged 
in the workshop training rather than in theoretical education, partly because the students per-
ceive the workshop teacher as a role model (Nielsen et al., 2013). 

4.2 Relations between students 
Students’ cooperation has an impact on the learning environment. It has a positive impact 

on retention when students experience a family-like community that centers on the students' 
needs (Adam, 2012). The students' cooperation has a positive effect on their active participation 
in their own learning process (Dyssegaard et al., 2014b). Postponing the division of students 
into levels also has a positive effect on retention and the learning environment (Munk et al., 
2015). A study, on what extent the establishment of a 'community of learners' in different teach-
ing courses has an influence on the learning environment, concluded that when students gather 
in communities with a view to qualification in relation to a vocational orientation, their learning 
is strengthened (Boersma et al., 2016). 

The student's self-image is important for the student's ability to have good relationships 
with classmates (Mariager-Andersson et al., 2019). A Swiss study points to the importance of 
the learning environment and the students' self-image for the students' school progress. Self-
image is measured by three factors: Self-efficacy, self-esteem, and degree of negative emotions. 
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The study shows that the learning environment must contribute to strengthening the students' 
self-image (Lüthi, & Stalder, 2018, 2019). A Finnish study points to the importance of having 
friends and support from friends (peer support) at school. This is particularly important at the 
beginning of the education having an impact on the students' sense of (in)security and their 
commitment and career choice. The researchers recommend that there must be time in class for 
the students to work with these conditions (Niittylahti et al., 2019). Thus, the teachers must 
create good relationships with the students and among the students early in the study program. 
(EVA, 2017b). Furthermore, it is important that the school is aware of early signs of dropping 
out and failure to thrive to organize a safe and confident learning environment (Cedefop, 2016; 
EVA, 2017b; Mariager-Andersson et al., 2019). 

5 Summary and discussion 
In the study, we have identified several factors that have an impact on the learning environ-

ment. We have categorized these factors into the professional learning environment and the 
social learning environment. 

In the category of factors improving the professional learning environment, we can sum-
marize that: It is important that the students work with authentic tasks reflecting their future 
jobs as skilled workers. It is important that the students have a clear goal for the training and 
that they can maintain this goal during the training program. It is important that the students 
receive continuous feedback from the teacher, that the teacher has positive expectations of the 
students and can convey these expectations to the individual student. 

In the category of factors improving the social learning environment, we can summarize 
that it is important that the teacher emphasizes creating positive relationships with the students. 
Such relationships include being authentic role models for the students inside and outside the 
classroom. Furthermore, the teachers must support positive relationships among the students 
by creating professional and social communities. The social teaching environment focuses on 
the teachers' social and personal competences. 

There are methodological limitations in results and conclusions. One is that we have sum-
marized across national contexts and different types of educational institution. Thus, the con-
clusions are not related to the specific contexts and are therefore rather general. 

It is also a limitation that the method used only makes it possible to point to various factors 
which have been shown to have an influence on the learning environment. The method does 
not give reason to assess the mutual strength of the various factors. It also does not provide the 
opportunity to describe how the different variables interrelate. 

However, we have located several factors that, individually and combined, have shown to 
have an influence on the content of a learning environment. The specific design of the factors 
will depend on the educational and cultural context. 

The teachers play an important part in the development of the learning environment. A well-
functioning learning environment requires the teachers have social and personal competences. 
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