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PREFACE

The variety of research questions and development tasks at 
the levels of vocational education and training systems (macro 
level), the organization and design of vocational training pro-
grams and institutions (meso level) and the analysis and shap-
ing of education and learning processes (micro level) leads to 
the integration of different scientific disciplines and research 
traditions. VET research therefore can be organized only in an 
interdisciplinary way (Rauner & Maclean, 2008, p. 13)

This is the eighth volume in the research book series Emerging 
Issues in Research on Vocational Education & Training. The series 
is published by the research group VETYL (Vocational Educa-
tion & Training/Yrkeskunnande och Lärande), at the Depart-
ment of Education, Stockholm University, Sweden. VETYL 
was created in 2011 with twofold aims: contributing to the 
advance of knowledge in the intricate area of vocational educa-
tion and training (VET) and strengthening the research basis 
of the teacher education program for VET that is offered at the 
Department of Education, Stockholm University. The Swedish 
term “yrkeskunnande och lärande” in the name of the research 
group translates as “vocational knowing” and indicates one of 
the major research focuses of the group.

The research book series started primarily as dissemination 
venue of selected papers, after a peer review process first presented 
at the international conferences organized yearly since 2012 by 
our research group VETYL. The conference has become a forum 
for sharing state of the art research in the field of VET and serv-
ing as a forum for networking and cooperation. The Stockholm 
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International Conference of Research in VET is one of the major 
scientific events organised in Europe as part of the European Net-
work for Vocational Education and Training (VETNET). 

This volume contains chapters that were first present as papers 
at the research conference held 11-13, May 2022. With the 8th 
volume we particularly celebrate two milestones in research and 
development at Stockholm University; the 10th anniversary of the 
creation of the Department of Education; and the 10th anniver-
sary of the research group VETYL. Contributions in this volume 
show the diversity of research problems and national contexts 
in which VET systems operate and reflect the various research 
problems in focus within our research group and network.

The title of this volume Learning, Teaching and Policy Mak-
ing in VET is an umbrella for the presentation of research out-
comes focusing on a variety of aspects related to learning pro-
cess, teaching strategies and challenges and policy making in 
VET systems internationally. The main aim of the volume is 
to present state of the art research in these areas. We are very 
happy with the variety of research contributions included in the 
volume from a diversity of national contexts, such as México, 
Malaysia, Germany, England, Spain, etc. 

The chapters of the volume are grouped into two sections. 
Section 1:“Teaching and learning in VET” (Chapters 1-9) and 
Section 2: “VET systems and policy making” (Chapters 10-17).  
Each section is introduced with a separate brief presentation of 
the content of the included chapters. 

The contributions in this volume show a diversity in theoret-
ical frameworks of reference and methodological grounds. Even 
though some of the texts are case studies or national policy anal-
yses, they will surely be of interest to an international audience.
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This volume continues the tradition of our research book 
series to depict the diversity and complexity of research in the 
field of vocational education and training. We hope that it will 
meet the expectations of a variety of readers including under-
graduate students, in particular students in initial and in-service 
teacher training programs for VET, post-graduate students, and 
policy makers. 

Finally, we would like to thank the reviewers for valuable 
comments and constructive suggestions for improvement of 
the contributions to the chapter authors.

Ultimately, needless to say, this volume and the entire series 
would not have been possible without our Department’s 
(Department of Education) support and of course without all 
the contributing authors.

Lázaro Moreno Herrera, 
Marianne Teräs, 
Petros Gougoulakis 
& Janne Kontio 
Stockholm, October 2022.
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This section will focus on teaching and learning in vocational 
education and training, which offers an intriguing world to 
researchers, as it does to practitioners and policy makers. Vari-
ety of questions are explored, some closely connected to teach-
ing practices from teachers or students’ perspectives, and some 
connected to workplace practices from trainers or mentors’ per-
spectives. In the middle, there is the question of learning: what 
kind of practices and actions support the learning of various 
vocations. 

All learning processes involve various aspects: who are the 
participants (teachers, students, workplace trainers, etc.), why 
are they learning (what is the aim), what is the contents of learn-
ing, how it is learned and with what equipment and where does 
the learning take place, in which environment. Furthermore, 
Nasir et al (2014) have argued that learning and teaching are 
fundamentally cultural processes. In other words, cultural prac-
tices of teaching and learning have consequences to vocational 
education and training in different vocational areas. What kinds 
of teaching methods are used and what kinds of studying meth-
ods do they require? Students’ learning skills may focus heavily 
on cognitive skills, such as identifying learning style or strategy, 
surface or deep orientation, motivation, or target orientation 
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(c.f. Illeris 2015, p. 215-224). Based on these, students are taught 
a variety of studying techniques such as making notes, memoriz-
ing content, reading textbooks, and listening to lectures. 

Diverse vocational learning environments are also central 
to vocational education and training. Leaning environments 
include school, class, work, home, virtual and other environ-
ments where learning takes place. In addition, teams consist-
ing different professionals and people with diverse backgrounds 
are an important part of learning at work. Variety of vocational 
learning tools and methods can be explored, part of learning a 
vocation is to learn the language and tools used in the vocation. 
In various occupations, different types of knowledge and skills 
are needed. Depending on the area of the vocation, typically 
transdisciplinary knowledge is necessary to become a competent 
worker. (Teräs, 2019). 

The attractiveness of VET programs is nowadays at the core 
of concern for research and policy making. In the case of Swe-
den, the industrial technology program (ITP) has suffered from 
a declining interest from students which lead to industrial sector 
experiencing difficulties in recruitment. Based on semi-struc-
tured interviews the study reported in the chapter by Hamid 
Asghari finds out that the attractiveness of ITP is closely related 
to the perception of the students about industrial companies 
in their surroundings, for example whether the company has 
international or local reach. Another core aspect is the level of 
security in employment that the company offers as well as the 
working conditions. The intercept of these various aspects often 
defines the level of attractiveness of the program.

Current research with implication for teaching and learning 
practice in VET, about the development of “bienvivance” and 
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“inclusive vocational excellence”, is introduced and discussed by 
Bénédicte Gendron as a “holistic paradigm of human develop-
ment and well-being”. It embraces a positive perspective with 
focus on the vitality of one’s life and at enhancing ressources 
and potentials. Rooted in a normative tradition of equitable 
education for all, bienvivance applied in education constitute 
a positive and operational educational methodology and par-
adigm, aiming for “the best” “of ” and “for” everyone as a way 
of facilitation and promoting inclusive excellence for all, and 
turning schools into transformational ones in order to cope with 
constant change and to better align the VET system with the 
requirements of tomorrow. 

There is enough evidence that teaching styles and pedagogical 
practices are contributing factors in preventing students from 
dropping out of school. According to the research conducted by 
Elena Quintana-Murci and colleagues, Spain is one of the devel-
oped countries with the highest rates of early leaving along with 
a low participation rate in VET programs. In their article they 
present findings from a study aiming to explore the perceptions 
of VET teachers on influencing factors of participation and 
dropout rates. A sample of 260 VET teachers from the Balearic 
Islands (Spain) completed a questionnaire that included Teach-
ers Self Efficacy Scale. The results found this efficacy to be rela-
tively high and that years of experience is an influential factor, 
but this is not the case with the VET instructional level. Overall, 
the study brings us back to the relevance of identifying not only 
external aspects influencing dropouts in VET but the teaching 
practices which can prevent and mitigate the dropout rate. 

VET teacher training and the improvement of working con-
ditions of vocational teachers is a key area in the context of pol-
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itics and research. The study reported by Lea Besser and col-
leagues draws on observations and interviews with 21 teachers in 
vocational schools in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, Germany 
where different objective work characteristics, such as sequential 
task completeness, degrees of freedom and the level of cognitive 
requirements, are assessed by trained experts. Since vocational 
education and training have been suffering from a shortage of 
teachers, a core question is then, according to the study, how the 
qualification to become a VET teacher and the working con-
ditions as well as work attractiveness of VET teachers can be 
improved. The analysis brings forward proposals for working 
conditions and qualification opportunities for VET teachers as 
milestone to secure a successful VET.

A shared concern with quality development of VET and 
how teaching and learning could be improved is presented 
in the study by Silke Thiem and colleagues. The focus of the 
enquiry is in this case on learning effects in an augmented reality 
(AR)-supported learning environment. Silke and her co-work-
ers argue that AR offers innovative options to design work-based 
learning environments in TVET. AR-Learning media enable to 
visualize e.g., error consequences in order to learn from them. 
Despite theoretical discussions, there is a gap in empirical inves-
tigations on learning effects of work actions in TVET where 
classical learning settings are compared with learning through 
AR-media.

Studies on bilingual vocational education are scarce, this even 
though at present integration of migrants is one of the main 
concerns for policy makes and practitioners alike. The study car-
ried out by Janne Kontio focuses on second language learning 
in the language learning environment of an English-medium 
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content and language integrated learning (CLIL) workshop at 
an auto mechanics class in a Swedish upper secondary school. 
The study also demonstrates that second language learning in 
vocational CLIL classrooms is orderly, it is related to the pro-
gression of learning trajectories, often made explicit by humor-
ous interaction.

Other contributions in this section give a comprehensive 
overview of emergent issues in research agendas in different 
national VET contexts. 

The education choice rationale of recent vocational grad-
uates is investigated by Elsa Eiríksdóttir in a chapter focusing 
on developments in Iceland. One of the major challenges to 
vocational education and training (VET) in Iceland is how to 
increase VET participation. Educational authorities have tried 
various measures without much success. The aim of her study 
presented in the chapter is to map the reasons vocational grad-
uates provide for choosing their field. The findings reveal the 
complex interplay of different individual and societal factors, 
as well as the complexity of reasons and rationale for choosing 
vocational education, and provide a basis for further research. 

The chapter by Francesco Magni and Virginia Capriotti 
departs from the Italian context where one of the main issues 
in education policies concerns the low numbers of young people 
aged 30-34 with a university degree (just 27.8% compared with 
an EU average of over 40%). Among the causes of this serious 
delay there is the absence of a distinct non-academic post-sec-
ondary (tertiary) education system parallel to the traditional 
university, as is already the case in many other European coun-
tries. The chapter deals with the challenges the Italian ITS (Isti-
tuti Tecnici Superiori -Higher Technical Institutes) are facing, 
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including an analysis of the ITS Academy system, which has 
recently been reformed and relaunched with emphasis on work-
based education.

Quality is the core issue in the attempts to improve VET 
systems. However, Paloma Fernanda Sepúlveda Parrrini and 
co-authors questions what does quality in online VET mean 
and therefore wanted to investigate from a Gender Perspective 
(GP) Chilean students’ perception of quality and the value that 
GP currently has and should have in their studies. By the year 
2021, the enrollment of first-year students in VET in Chile rep-
resented 41.9% of total enrollment in the higher education sys-
tem. Twelve percent of these programs were offered in online 
or distance mode. Initial results suggest that students under-
stand quality as transformation and as the adequacy of the stated 
objectives of institutions, and to a lesser extent as selectivity or 
the relationship between price and quality. Perceptions associ-
ated with the quality of online VET are also linked to flexibility, 
the teaching role and the characteristics of the platform; while 
ideas on how to improve quality point to greater student partici-
pation and spaces for dialogue among peers and with professors.

Wishing you a pleasant reading!

Marianne Teräs, Petros Gougoulakis & Lázaro Moreno Herrera
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ABSTRACT

The Industrial technology program (ITP) in Sweden suffers 
from a declining interest and industry experience difficulties in 
recruiting. Although the choice of ITP pays off in the labour 
market, this education does not seem to attract young peo-
ple. Based on the fact that fewer applicants also means fewer 
trained professionals in the industry and given that the industry 
is dependent on competent personnel, I am in my study inter-
ested in examining the attractiveness of ITP. The material col-
lection has taken place through semi-structured interviews with 
a vocational teacher and three vocational students about their 
perceptions of what is positive or negative about the industry 
and ITP.  The attractiveness of ITP is in a close relationship with 
how industrial companies and industrial work are perceived by 
industrial students and industrial teachers. The result points to a 
paradoxical picture of the attractiveness of ITP where the status 
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of industrial companies is important and it can vary depending 
on the type of company. For example, whether it is a local indus-
trial workshop or a world-famous international industrial com-
pany. The paradoxical picture also includes whether the indus-
trial company has had a secure or insecure form of employment 
with layoffs and operations moving to other countries. Even the 
type of industrial work tasks, for example whether the tasks are 
hard and arduous industrial work or it is varied and manageable, 
are included in this paradoxical picture.

INDUSTRIAL TECHNOLOGY PROGRAM  
IN SWEDEN

The Industrial technology program (ITP) is a three-year voca-
tional program that leads to a vocational degree. Skolverket (The 
Swedish National Agency for Education) (2011) describes ITP 
as a program that aims to create conditions for students to both 
gain basic knowledge for work in industrial production and lay 
a foundation for continued learning in working life and for fur-
ther studies. ITP has four specializations: Operational Safety 
and Maintenance, Process technology, Product and Mechani-
cal technology, and Welding technology. This study is based on 
narrative interviews with one teacher and three students and all 
of them are active in one of the specializations.

INTRODUCTION

The last 20 years have been turbulent for Swedish industry. For 
example, some Swedish industrial companies such as Autoliv 
moved their production to low-wage countries such as Mexico, 
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Poland, Estonia, China and Romania. (SvD Näringliv, 2004 
13 July) and the Swedish passenger car manufacturer SAAB 
Automobile went bankrupt on 19 December 2011 (ViBilägare, 
2017 10 August). The closures and relocations of companies can 
have an impact on depopulation in rural areas, and also affect 
an entire city where the city can, for example, be transformed 
from a working-class city into a student city (Persson Thun-
qvist, 2006). I also assume that these turbulences around Swed-
ish industry have had an impact on Swedish society. Vocational 
education in general has problems with attractiveness (Pani-
can, 2020), while there is significant unemployment. The prob-
lem with attractiveness applies in particular to Industrial tech-
nology program (ITP) ( Johansson & Asghari, 2021). In many 
places, industrial technology educations are discontinued due 
to the declining application pressure (SOU 2020:33), despite 
the fact that the industrial technology program pays off well in 
the labour market.

Despite the companies’ closures and relocation to low-wage 
countries, Sweden is still an industrial country and many Swed-
ish modern and high-tech national and international, large and 
small industrial companies are in need of competent personnel. 
There are also still students studying in ITP in Sweden. In view 
of the above picture when it comes to industry and industrial 
education, it is extremely important to study the attractiveness 
of the education. 

AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTION

The purpose of the study is to contribute knowledge about the 
Industrial technology program’s attractiveness. The research 
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question that I raise in this context is: Which categories of 
attractiveness emerge from the teacher’s and students’ stories 
about the Industrial technology program? 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON THE ATTRACTIVENESS 
OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

Previous research shows that vocational education is often 
strongly segregated based on gender, ethnicity and class (Tern-
ing & Tsagalidis, 2020). Students can also be attracted to a voca-
tional education based on the social positions of the profession 
(Terning & Tsagalidis, 2020). The profession and education of 
the students’ parents can arouse interest in vocational educa-
tion or profession among the students (Hansen, 2011; Paulsen & 
Haug, 2020; Sandell, 2007). Social class also plays an important 
role in how students assess themselves and the profession and 
vocational education they are drawn to (Kristen et al., 2008; 
Meriläinen et al., 2019). The social class that the students come 
from may set limits for the education and the profession they 
are interested in (Anders, 2017; Atkins & Flint, 2015). Young 
people with a lower socio-economic background are more inter-
ested in vocational education than students who have a higher 
socio-economic status (Anders, 2017; Haltia et al., 2021; Han-
sen, 2011; Sandell, 2007; Svensson, 2001). 

Both parents and teachers of the students and their interest 
in the subjects and vocations can arouse interest in the profes-
sion and education of the students (Billett et al., 2020; Hegna & 
Smette, 2017; Sjaastad, 2012). International political events can 
also attract students for a specific vocational education (Pilz et 
al., 2018), such as mobility and work within the EU. Students 
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who prefer to work with their hands are also often interested in 
vocational training (Paulsen & Haug, 2020). The attractiveness 
of vocational education can also be related to their ethnicity. 
Previous research shows that students with an immigrant back-
ground may in some countries be overrepresented in vocational 
education (Avis et al., 2017; Brunila et al., 2011; Colding, 2006). 

I would like to end this section by clarifying that previous 
research has contributed knowledge about the attractiveness 
of vocational education from a student perspective, but when 
I started to take a closer look at the research area, I found that 
at least one piece of the puzzle was missing. This piece of the 
puzzle is the vocational teacher’s and vocational students’ stories 
about the attractiveness of the industrial technology program 
in Sweden.

METHODOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL  
APPROACHES

The methodological approach in my study is based on a narra-
tive perspective (Mishler, 1999). At the centre of the study, there 
are three students’ and a teacher’s stories about the advantages 
and disadvantages of industry and industrial education and 
what can be attractive for students to choose the ITP. The the-
oretical approach is about understanding what the vocational 
students and teacher are saying. From a social constructionist 
perspective (Berger & Luckmann, 2003) on stories and based on 
Goodson (1988) and Mishler (1999), I look at stories as social 
acts that are constructed together with and in relation to other 
people. This means that the vocational students and the teacher 
in my research create meaning about themselves and about their 
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world in the narrative (cf. Mishler, 1999). Already in the inter-
view situation, they highlight what they consider relevant to the 
interviewer (us researchers) and/or what they think the inter-
viewer (me as a researcher) wants to hear.

The interviewees in the study are called Tobias, Sebastian, 
Samuel and Stefan. The students are studying in the last year 
(third year) of the Industrial technology program (ITP). To 
make it easier for the reader what role the interviewee plays in 
the study, the name of the teacher starts with the letter T and 
the names of the students starts with the letter S. In the study, 
Tobias is the vocational teacher and Sebastian, Samuel and Ste-
fan are vocational students. 

Tobias was a teacher at a school in south-eastern Sweden at 
the time of the interviews, but due to a lack of students in the 
ITP, he was fired. He has got a part-time job as an industrial 
teacher at another school now. He is a vocational teacher who 
has been in contact with me in my various previous research 
projects and this time he was also interviewed twice by me. The 
interviews were conducted in 2021 and 2022 and each time 
about 45 minutes. 

The students interviewed in the study are from five different 
schools in Sweden. Selection of the students was made in such 
a way that I contacted the principals of these five schools and 
told them about my research and that I would like to interview 
some of their students. From an ethical perspective, so that stu-
dents do not feel compelled, and so that they would have time 
to think about their participation in the research I wanted the 
vocational students themselves to take the initiative and con-
tact me if they wanted to participate in my research. After this, 
there were twelve vocational students returned to me via email 



37

and wrote that they wanted to be interviewed. I called those 
who had shown interest and informed them about the purpose 
of the study and about the ethical principles surrounding the 
study. I interviewed twelve students in 2021 and 2022, between 
45 minutes and 1 hour, and Sebastian, Samuel and Stefan are 
three of the twelve students. Since the interviews were con-
ducted in 2021 and 2022, I have not yet had time to transcribe 
and analyse all twelve interviews. Therefore, only Sebastian’s, 
Samuel’s and Stefan’s stories are reported in this book chapter. 
The remaining interviews will be transcribed and analysed for 
later article productions. 

Sebastian is studying at a vocational school owned by a well-
known Swedish industrial company. Samuel and Stefan study 
at two different municipal vocational upper secondary schools. 
I conducted semi-structured interviews with Tobias, Sebastian, 
Samuel and Stefan (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008).

ANALYSIS OF THE STORIES

Regarding the analysis of the stories, I have used an analysis tool 
from Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber (1998). Inspired by 
Lieblich (1993), I have created stories of what the vocational 
teacher and students told about the advantages and disadvan-
tages of industry and industrial education. Based on Lieblich et 
al. (1998) I categorically analysed their stories. The analysis work 
in a categorizing approach was done in such a way that what the 
teacher and students told was broken down, sectioned and indi-
vidual words that belonged to a defined category were collected 
from the entire description, or from several descriptions of one 
or more interviewees (cf. Lieblich et al., 1998).
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ETHICAL APPROACH

I have adhered to Swedish Research Council (2017). I informed 
the interviewees about the purpose of my study, that I am inter-
ested in their stories about industry and industrial education. 
I have also told the interviewees that their participation in the 
study is voluntary and that they have the right to terminate 
their participation in the study at any time during the ongoing 
study. I also told them that I would treat the interview material 
confidentially, that is, the names of places and people would be 
fictitious and that the recorded interview conversations would 
be kept in a safe place. I have also told the interviewees that 
the interview materials will be used in scientific publications, 
research conferences and teaching.

RESULTS

Below, I answer the study’s research question, which is about the 
prominent categories about the attractiveness of the ITP from 
the teacher’s and the students’ descriptions. The categories are; 
1) The status of industrial companies, 2) The insecure employ-
ment of industry and 3) The hard and arduous industrial work.

THE STATUS OF INDUSTRIAL COMPANIES

The category emerges when the students give a varied picture of 
the industry and the status of ITP. For example, Sebastian says 
that the industrial company that owns the school has a high sta-
tus. The company is modern, clean and high-tech and industrial 
workers are proud to work for the company. Sebastian also talks 
about the status of the industrial company that owns the school:
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Working in a world-famous Swedish car industry has a very 
high status, but maybe not otherwise. It is not popular among 
young people to work in small workshops that have old 
machines and are not high-tech. Industrial education at an 
industrial school that is modern and high-tech and also owned 
by a world-leading company definitely has a high status.

From Sebastian’s description emerges that from a student per-
spective the industry’s status varies from company to company. 
Samuel also tells:

I think industry has a bad reputation. Many people think that 
industry is dirty, a lot of oils, hard work, so I think that’s why 
people don’t go there. It’s the same for me, I want to work in 
industry, but as an engineer and not as a workshop worker.

From Samuel’s description, it appears that there is a rhetoric 
among young people who should choose upper secondary edu-
cation. The rhetoric is about industrial work as hard works and 
industrial companies as dirty and oily workplaces. This rhetoric 
lowers both the status of the industrial education and the sta-
tus of industrial workers. The industrial engineer, on the other 
hand, retains his/her high status because he/she does not work 
with heavy tasks and does not get dirty either.

Stefan, on the other hand, highlights another aspect of the 
status of industrial education and relates the status to the admis-
sion possibilities of the education. He says:

I think it is very easy to get into the industrial technology pro-
gram. Anyone can enter the education. No one is applying for 
that education, then they take in anyone, and that’s a shame.
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From Stefan’s description, it appears that the industrial educa-
tion’s low admission score give the education a low status. This 
goes around as a circle that the low admission score causes any-
one to enter the industrial education and when anyone can enter 
the industrial education, the status of the education is lowered, 
and this can have an impact on the attractiveness of industry 
education. 

1. THE INSECURE EMPLOYMENT OF INDUSTRY

The category emerges when Tobias talks about the uncertainty 
surrounding employment in the industry:

That was what made me not work there [in the industry] and 
applied to the vocational teacher education. Today you have a 
job, tomorrow you will not. It was so insecure. Order intake is 
at its peak today, they employ people. Tomorrow is low, they 
fire people. […] I think our students know about it, but they are 
looking for the program because it’s their last chance. They don’t 
get into any other [program] and then it becomes industry.

From the Tobias’ description, it appears that the insecure 
employment of industry can be important for the attractiveness 
of ITP. Uncertainty about employment due to, for example, the 
relocation of industrial production to low-wage countries, var-
ied order intake to companies, and redundancies due to it, may 
lower the attractiveness of ITP. Sebastian also says:

I see nothing negative with industry other than the uncer-
tainty that exists. You may have a job today, but will be unem-
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ployed tomorrow. That was what happened to my father […] 
because my father also worked here [at the international indus-
trial company], but then they moved the jobs to a low-wage 
country when I was little, and then my father became unem-
ployed. And as I have heard from my parents, it was very dif-
ficult for them. They sold the house, and they had a hard time 
until Dad got a new job at a grocery store.

From Sebastian’s description it appears that the uncertainty 
surrounding industrial employment can create anxiety among 
students and in this way industrial education does not become 
attractive.

2. THE HARD AND ARDUOUS INDUSTRIAL WORK

This category emerges when Tobias and Stefan say that indus-
trial work is perceived as hard and tiring work. Tobias says:

Industrial work, how you turn it around, is a hard work. Sure, 
you use machines for heavy lifting, but not to lift a vice that 
weighs 5, 6 kilos, not to carry a vice that weighs 15 kg to the 
milling machine. Such jobs exist, whether you work for a small 
family company or a large, world-famous industry. You wear 
out your body over time.

From the description above, it appears that there may also be 
a perception among industrial teachers that industrial work 
is a heavy work. This heavy work can vary between different 
industrial companies, but the heavy work is also found in large 
world-famous industries. Stefan also says:
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My dad always said; no, if you are going to work until retire-
ment, you shouldn’t choose industrial education. When you 
are 40, you already have pain in your shoulders and back. 
Choose an education that doesn’t have heavy tasks, but I like 
CNC programming [Programming in computerized indus-
trial machines], so I chose it. […] Of course! It is sometimes 
heavy, but not always. A metal bar that weighs 100 kg is heavy, 
but you get help from other classmates to carry it to the saw 
and saw it.

From Stefan’s description, it appears that the perception of the 
hard and arduous industrial work can be crucial for the attrac-
tiveness of industrial education. This perception can also come 
from the students’ parents.

DISCUSSION

The stories do not give a clear picture of the attractiveness of the 
Industrial technology program (ITP) and I find that there are 
quite conflicting descriptions of the program. What can be con-
sidered as the advantages of ITP in the teacher and students’ sto-
ries is that the attractiveness of ITP is in a close relationship with 
how industrial companies and industrial work are perceived by 
them. The descriptions indicate that the current industries are 
clean and high-tech. Terning and Tsagalidis (2020) write that 
the social positions of the education can attract students to the 
education and my study shows that there is also a pride in iden-
tifying with Swedish world-renowned industry. However, these 
positive descriptions are not unambiguous, but rather there is 
an undertone of defense, such as the industry is not as dirty and 
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oily as many people think. Some stories are purely negative and 
in these, the industrial work is described as hard and arduous, 
or when the students who do not enter any other program, they 
choose industrial education. Previous research shows that stu-
dents assess their interest for education when choosing educa-
tion (Kristen et al., 2008; Meriläinen et al., 2019), but when it 
comes to industrial education, the choice of education for some 
students seems to be based on “their last chance” and not from 
the education they are interested in.

The industry’s job opportunities and modernity are among 
the factors that can be seen as the attractiveness of the Indus-
trial technology program. Parents of students can also arouse 
interest in some vocational education in their children (Billett et 
al., 2020; Hansen, 2011; Paulsen & Haug, 2020; Sandell, 2007) 
and my study also shows that both teachers’ and parents’ expe-
riences of industry can be crucial in order to arouse interest in 
vocational education among students. Among the factors that 
lower the attractiveness may be the poor status of some indus-
trial companies, but also unmotivated students who choose the 
program, but there is also a paradox here. Regardless of whether 
the reason for attending ITP as a second choice is due to low 
grades from compulsory school, or to the possibility of getting 
a job, this is likely to benefit the program’s attractiveness in the 
short term. This in the sense that some students who otherwise 
would not have chosen the program end up there. It is worth 
noting that it is not uncommon for vocational education to be 
generally described as a second choice. The closures of industrial 
companies or relocations to low-wage countries have also cre-
ated an uncertain work situation for industrial workers, which 
in turn can lower the attractiveness of the Industrial technology 
program (ITP).
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ABSTRACT

Bienvivance applied in education as a positive operational holis-
tic approach and paradigm of well-being focused on whole per-
son development, explores, recognizes and valorizes the poten-
tial of students, and facilitates and promotes inclusion toward 
“inclusive excellence”. Derived from neuro-psycho-pathology 
research, it is focus on the intern ressources, assets, or potentials 
instead of lacks or gaps. To set up the bienvivance at school and 
allow inclusive excellence, teachers have to become “facilitators 
and enablers of learning” rather than “dispensers of informa-
tion and knowledge” (Unesco, 2015). Thus, it requests to ques-
tion and revisit teaching missions and roles as competencies : 
toward an “enabling leadership” teaching style. In this bienviv-
ance framework aiming at keeping each ones vitality, by valoriz-
ing intern ressources, potentials and assets, educational staff and 
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leaders’ roles and missions are focused at creating opportuni-
ties and enabling environments to boost students’assets and find 
their own fulfilled way of living. Through enabling and collabo-
rative pedagogy via this enabling leadership teaching style, this 
approach helps at reinventing learners-self,  their life with pos-
itive creativity and at rebuilding and opening perspectives and 
operating learners and trainees’ transformation. The outcome 
will be analysed through the lens of transformative learning and, 
agency that empower people promoting “inclusive vocational 
excellence”. 

KEYWORDS:

Bienvivance, Inclusive Excellence, Vocational Education and 
Training VETfulness, Emotional Capital, Enabling Leadership, 
Collaborative Pedagogy, Mini-enterprises. 

INTRODUCTION

Humanity has entered into a deteriorating and undeclared glo-
balized emergency involving almost all of its critical global sys-
tems. Such issues as the pandemic, security threats, wars, migra-
tion, civil and religious unrest, racial injustice, global warming, 
cultural conflicts in societies, young people’s exclusion from 
labour market and social life and deteriorating indicators of 
young people’s physical and psychological health are a matter 
of concern in education and on sustainability. As the fourth of 
the seventeen UN goals declares “ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 
for all”, education will have to equip learners with the agency, 
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empowerment, competencies and the sense of purpose to shape 
their own lives and contribute to the lives of others. To do so, it 
questions inclusion implementation in an effective way and its 
framework. The “bienvivance” paradigm and approach devel-
oped by Gendron (2016), an holistic and operational paradigm 
of well-being and quality of life, embraces a positive perspective 
focus on the vitality of one’s life focus on and at enhancing res-
sources and potentials. Applied in education and human devel-
opment, Bienvivance approach is not satisfied with the usual 
way of inclusion which “does less for students deemed to be able 
to do less”. Thus, Bienvivance in education is rooted in equitable 
education for all and aims for “the best” “of ” and “for” everyone: 
excellence for all; it considers “differences” as a wealth to valo-
rize. In this framework, teachers are focused at creating oppor-
tunities and enabling environments to boost students’assets to 
find their own fulfilled way of living. To do so, educational lead-
ers, teachers…with an enabling leadership styles (Gendron and 
Lafortune, 2009, Gendron, 2015) explore, recognize and use 
the potential of every students, to facilitate and promote inclu-
sive excellence. In this chapter, concepts and theoretical frame-
works will be first defined. Then, it will be questioned which 
competences and pedagogical tools are helpfull for teachers to 
become “enabling leaders” for transforming and empowering 
students and serving “inclusive vocational education” (IVE) to 
implement bienvivance at schools. The enabling leadership style 
in teaching and collaborative pedagogy, precisely in this paper 
through collaborative narrative competence-based portfolios 
and mini-entreprise pedagogical tools, will be described. In the 
discussion, we will analyze the bienvivance approach through 
the lens of transformative learning and agency models.



50

1. BIENVIVANCE AND INCLUSIVE VOCATIONAL 
EXCELLENCE :  CONCEPTS AND THEORITICAL 
FRAMEWORKS

The well-being different perspectives  given rise to research 
foci and a body of knowledge divergent and complementary 
but which how well-being respectively it is defined, influences 
today-practices government, policies and their economics equa-
tions, until education and its vision of inclusion which requires 
to be questioned to suggest a new one: inclusive excellence. The 
bienvivance as a positive operational holistic approach and par-
adigm of well-being focus on whole  development , applied in 
the education field, looks human well-being as embedded in 
the perspective of personal development and evolution or tran-
scendence in a global interconnected world focused on vital-
ity. In education field, focused on the perspective of person’s 
accomplishment  and development, the bienvivance paradigm 
interviews equity and equality in the inclusion perspective as  
remains today implemented at school. 

1.1 BIENVIVANCE: WELL-BEING APPROACHES FOR 

 INCLUSIVE EXCELLENCE

Hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives in well-being 

Well-being is a complex construct that “concerns optimal expe-
rience and functionings” (Ryan and Deci, 2001). Well-being 
research has predominantly been focused on the philosophical 
distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic approaches. Cur-
rent research on well-being has been derived from two general 
perspectives: the hedonic approach, which focuses on happi-
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ness and defines well-being in terms of pleasure attainment and 
pain avoidance; and the eudaimonic approach, which focuses 
on meaning and self-realization and defines well-being in terms 
of the degree to which a person is fully functioning. 

Derived from the philosophy of ethical hedonism, hedonic 
well-being refers to pleasure pleasure and satisfaction attainment 
(Kahneman, Diener, & Schwarz, 1999) and pain avoidance. This 
approach equates wellness with pure hedonic ‘happiness’ while 
the latter instead emphasizes broader notions of human flour-
ishing and life satisfaction over time (Deci and Ryan, 2008). 
Usually traced back to the classical Greek philosophy of Aris-
totle, respectively, hedonic and eudaimonic philosophies have 
given rise to distinct paradigms. 

Foreshadowing utilitarian approaches, the hedonic perspec-
tive formulated through the Subjective Wellbeing (SWB) pos-
its that only that which can be deemed pleasant or has pleas-
ant consequences is intrinsically good (Delle Fave, 2013) where 
“pleasure is the sole good, but also that only one’s own physi-
cal, positive, momentary pleasure is a good, and is so regardless 
of its cause” (Waterman, 1993: 678). SWB is assessed through 
three components: the presence of positive mood, the absence 
of negative mood, and life satisfaction’ (Carlisle et al., 2009: 
1557). Hedonic perspectives, with their broadly outcome-based 
conceptualization lending themselves particularly well to mea-
surement, have thus constituted the majority of studies in sci-
ence of happiness led in economics and psychometrics. Already, 
Aristotle challenges hedonists who view happiness as ‘the plea-
sure, wealth, or honor’ (Ryff and Singer, 2013: 99), this desire for 
“the life of gratification”, because it characteristics is  ‘completely 
slavish’ (cited in Waterman, 1993: 689) as it makes dependent 
on outside matters. 



52

The urge to maximize hedonic pleasure, as underlined by 
Ryan et al. (2013: 141), major researchers of contemporary psy-
chological research in the eudaimonic tradition, is ‘too often 
associated with dead-end routes to wellness such as selfishness, 
materialism, objectified sexuality, and ecological destructive-
ness, thus demonstrating how easily a map derived from hedonic 
thinking can mislead’.

Already, Aristotle thought that true happiness is found by 
leading a virtuous life and doing what is worth doing. He argued 
that realising human potential is the ultimate human goal. In 
that perspective, rooted also in ancient Greece philosophy, 
eudaimonia refers to living in accordance with what Aristotle 
referred to as the daimon or ‘true self ’ (Waterman, 1993: 678). 
It focuses on meaning and self-realization and it is defined in 
terms of the degree to which a person is fully functioning. The 
realization of the daimon, or human potentiality, ‘represents the 
greatest fulfilment in living’ of which any individual is capable 
(p. 678). Daimon refers to potentialities of each person, reali-
sation of which leads to the greatest fulfilment. Efforts to live 
in accordance with one’s daimon, the congruence between this 
and people’s life activities, lead to the experience of eudaemonia. 
Thus, the Eudaimonic wellbeing, adds a sense of complexity by 
looking at the processes which enable self-fulfilment, meaning 
and purpose (Deci and Ryan,2008) : a meaningful life. Amartya 
Sen (1985: 188) has similarly underlined the eudaimonic impetus 
of his influential capabilities-based research program as we can 
observe in positive psychology field.

Well-being and Positive psychology of Seligman 

In positive psychology research, Seligman (2002) model distin-
guishes between the “pleasant life”, “good life” and “meaningful 
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life” in well-being. The pleasant life is devoted to pursuit of posi-
tive emotions, and can be paralleled with hedonic well-being. In 
the good life one would use one’s dominant character strengths 
to obtain gratifications – activities we like doing, akin to flow. 
And, meaningful life is about using our strengths in the service 
of something greater than yourself. Seligman believes that both 
pursuits of engagement/flow and meaning can be considered 
eudaimonic.The research shows that when people engage in 
hedonic activities (e.g. leisure, rest or fun), they experience many 
pleasant feelings but in the long run, as shown in the Easter-
lin paradox, it doesn’t last. Instead, those engage in eudaimonic 
existence (work on developing their potentials and skills, learn-
ing something) are more satisfied with their lives in a long term.

The World Heath Organization’ (WHO) well-being 

 perspective and the Bienvivance approach

Focus on a positive operational approach of well-being and qual-
ity of life including an eudaimonic perspective, it defers in the 
World Heath Organization’ (WHO) hedonic and individual 
well-being and health perspective. According the WHO defi-
nition, « wellbeing is a state of complete physical, mental and 
social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infir-
mity». Material well-being, health, longevity, literacy, and edu-
cation are undoubtedly factors for creating opportunities and 
abilities to objective well-being, however the WHO objective 
reached today it’s not garantee for life, and does not secure pros-
perity for future generations. And it might be difficult and it is 
already stressful to reach or to maintain. Moreover, an excessive 
focus on “a state of complete wellbeing” and material wealth can 
obscure the ultimate objective of enriching human lives. 
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If the hedonic and eudaimonic views have given rise to dif-
ferent foci and policies, new research advances allow to formu-
late new questions for the field and to reconsider research from 
both perspectives as more complementary than contradictory. 
The bienvivance paradigm (Gendron, 2006) is such an essay if 
we look at the well-being as embedded in a broader perspec-
tive of an entity development, here a personal development and 
evolution or transcendence in a global interconnected world 
focus on vitality. It is a positive operational holistic approach 
and paradigm of well-being and human development. Broadly, 
the bienvivance paradigm is focus on the perspective of enti-
ty’s accomplishment which, applied in education and on people 
development, question equity and equality of people inclusion 
and its perspective. 

Combining both perspective, hedonic and eudaimonic 
well-being as not mutually exclusive but complementary, the 
bienvivance reflects “the vitality of life, its intensity and dynam-
ics (I live well -present state- and I am going well -the right 
direction-) whatever the altered situations and contexts focus 
on what the entity (person, organization, nation….) has and, 
what and who the entity is. In its micro level, concerning peo-
ple’s personal development, the bienvivance paradigm embraces 
a positive perspective focus on the vitality of all people’s life. It 
includes the eudaimonic well-being approach refering to quality 
of life derived from the development of a person’s best potentials 
and their application in the fulfillment of personally expressive, 
self-concordant goals (Sheldon, 2002; Waterman, 1990a, 2008).

Bienvivance embraces a positive holistic perspective focus 
on the vitality of one’s life focus on and at enhancing ressou-
rces and potentials. Applied in education and human develop-
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ment, Bienvivance approach is not satisfied with the usual way 
of inclusion which “does less for students deemed to be able to 
do less”. Bienvivance in education is rooted in equitable edu-
cation for all and aims for “the best” “of ” and “for” everyone: 
excellence for all. 

1.2 INCLUSION FOR ALL THROUGH BIENVIVANCE: 

 TOWARD INCLUSIVE EXCELLENCE 

If inclusion in education has long been associated with the school 
integration of children, students with disabilities and developed 
in the field of social and school adaptation, the bienvivance 
approach developed by Gendron (2016) from neuro-psycho-pa-
thology sciences, extends the “inclusive” approach applied in 
education and human development to all learners who have a 
common characteristic : their difference ; differences not only 
from disabilities but coming from, for instance, migrations, (dis)
abilities, low skills and obsolete qualifications, school failures and 
dropouts, special needs, disadvantaged, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, ethnic groups, or socio-economic background, etc... which 
can produce or generate inequalities, inequities and/or discrimi-
nation. Bienvivance approaches differences through an ‘inclusive 
excellence’ perspective which is about to cultivating an inclusive 
excellence mindset across schools and organizations. The bien-
vivance approach rests on the belief that in fully embracing diver-
sity in all forms seen and unseen, making inclusion a top priority, 
promoting equity across educational policies and practices, ulti-
mately could ensure that excellence is inclusive. 

Inclusive excellence is built on the notions of “diversity” as a 
richness, “inclusion” as an educational tool and an enrichment 
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opportunity from  diversity, and “equity” as an educational 
motto and vision. Precisely, diversity considers individual dif-
ferences, (e.g., personality, capabilities, prior knowledge, and 
life experiences), group and social differences (e.g., race/eth-
nicity, indigeneity, class, gender, gender identity, sexual orien-
tation, country of origin, and (dis)ability historically underrep-
resented populations, and cultural, political, religious, or other 
affiliations. Inclusion can be defined here as the active, inten-
tional, and ongoing engagement with diversity, in the curricu-
lum and in communities (intellectual, social, cultural, geograph-
ical) with which individuals might connect in ways that increase 
awareness, content knowledge, cognitive sophistication, and 
empathic understanding of the complex ways individuals inter-
act within systems and institutions. Equity depends largely to 
cultural methodological positions, to some focus on practices, 
curriculum, and other on indicators as Moreno and al. (2014) 
quoted, “ enacting equity is not just an issue of what is desired 
but mainly of what is possible in specific local contexts”. Here, 
equity in a bienvivance perspective is about creating opportu-
nities for under-represented populations to have equal access 
to and participate in educational programs that are capable of 
closing the achievement gaps in student success and completion.

Thus, inclusive excellence is designed to help school organisa-
tions integrate diversity, equity, and educational quality efforts 
into their missions and institutional operations. It calls for edu-
cation to address diversity, inclusion, and equity as critical to 
the well-being of democratic culture and societies. It is an active 
process through which schools achieve excellence in learning, 
teaching, student development, institutional functioning, and 
promoting engagement in local and global communities.
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Applied to vocational education, inclusive vocational excel-
lence is about to implement equitable education in vocational 
tracks and toward disadavantaged students, as low socio-eco-
nomics backgrounds but not only, are often one of the main 
students’ caracteristics in vocational education and training 
(VET) or vocational tracks in some European countries and 
strongly in France, to allow them to reach the excellence. Inclu-
sive vocational excellence reflects what Gendron and Steckler 
(2014) has been promoting since years at Charles Alliès Voca-
tional High School and in vocational tracks at the University 
of Montpellier 3 in France and Paolo Nardi at Oliver Twist 
school in Italy (Nardi, Bengo, Caloni, 2018) who leads an Euro-
pean project gathering the activities and practices in terms of 
inclusion developed in some European schools (Governance 
of Inclusive Vocational Excellence -GIVE). Precisely, the learn-
er-centred approach used in those above cases, personalizes edu-
cational project for every learner through “tutoring” services or 
special educational program as emotional capital development, 
and work and competencies-based learning where basic and life 
skills are strongly supported and integrated through School-En-
terprise, Mini-Entreprise or Collaborative Projects as  pedagog-
ical tools. 

Nevertheless, still nowadays, the implementation of inclusion 
at school remains focus at filling gaps and lacks and to people’s 
adaptation to obstacles with still this feeling we “do less for stu-
dents deemed to be able to do less”. The bienvivance paradigm 
with its positive operational approach of well-being and qual-
ity of life, focus on and at enhancing ressources and potentials,  
applied to education, can serve, inclusive vocation excellence.
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1.3 THE BIENVIVANCE PARADIGM AND DEFINITION

The paradigm of bienvivance is an eudaimonic and operational 
paradigm and approach developed by Gendron (2016) to 
implement well-being as a crucial condition to use and valorize 
potentials and assets to perform with vitality. From her neuro-
psychopathology scientific background, Gendron’s Bienvivance 
paradigm is rooted in neuropsychiatric Caycedo (1964) research 
on consciousness among patients experiencing social burnout 
and trauma, focus on patients “vivanzia” i.e their remaining 
resources. Caycedo gradually oriented his medical methodol-
ogy towards those patients’ remaining ressources to help them 
to recover and find their new and own way to fulfill their life. 
Gendron (2016) extended this approach and developed the par-
adigm of “bienvivance” broadening the focus and the method-
ology to whatever the entity or population and situations and 
applied her paradigm in different fields (education, training, 
family and couple, human resource and organizational devel-
opment, nations…) and levels (micro, meso, macro…) focus on 
vitality, development and growth. In education and HRD fields, 
it focus at empowering students, schools, organizations’ poten-
tials to help them at keeping their vitality and growing up. 

Rooted in positive psychology and humanistic, existential, 
and phenomenological approaches, Bienvivance (Gendron, 
2016) is defined as “a mind state/mindset that refers to the 
ability of an entity of various natures (for instance, a person at 
micro-level, an organization at meso-level, a society or a nation 
at a macro-level), the ability to live, flourish, to evolve with vital-
ity, focused on the entity ressources and potentials, in whatever 
the situation: possible in the situation of misery, disease, disabil-
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ity, handicap: possible in the situation of misery, disease, disabil-
ity, handicap, scarcity, oppression…”. 

As a people mindstate/set, inducing a way and an art of living, 
bienvivance manifests itself through various vital experiences, 
through variations -ups and downs- throughout people exis-
tence with structuring impacts: meetings, ruptures structuring 
or soothing constitutive of the quality of the time lived. Possi-
ble in dis/ability, handicap, illness, scarcity, destitution, oppres-
sion, lockdown, pandemy, war ..., as a mindstate/set, it refers to 
a balanced posture, a mode of operation and evaluation in align-
ment with entity (person) values (V), entity (person) expecta-
tions (Expectations) and its, his or her field of possibilities to 
valorize their potentials (Enabling environments) to remain in 
a “vitality zone”, schematized for all areas of life, couple, family, 
elderly, politics…as below in Gendron’s Bienvivance model or 
VEE Model, 2016 p. 192) (see figure 2., here applied to work). 
The green area named the “w-healthy” zone where entity’s val-
ues match expectations supported by an enabling environment 
is the entity “vitality” zone. 
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Figure 1. Gendron’s Model of Bienvivance  
(also called VEE Model), 2016 p. 192

Readings: for example, in work situation, the bienvivance is when people 
can fulfill their work expectations in phase with their values, supported by 
manager, teacher, dean… with an ‘enabling leadership style’ and enabling 
environment ; in such a case, the w-heatly or vitality zone of the bienviv-
ance is reached ; people  keep their vitality in a meaningful job, with sup-
portive enabling’s  peers or alter-ego in an enabling environment.  

In education field and pedagogy, learners and teachers’ bienviv-
ance focus and school bienvivance go together. As a dynamic 
process of exploration of consciousness, and an art of being 
“alive” and living fully life, bienvivance approach and its ped-
agogy aim at building a path of evolution, through a reflexive, 
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meditative, a knowing thyself Socrates’ practice which consists 
in discovering and realizing our essential aspect of human being. 
Realizing ourselves, our true nature, magnificence, it is to live 
this essence in order to blossom, flourish and fulfill our existence 
according our capacities and potentials, in an inner and outer 
harmony and peace. 

Thus, the bienvivance pedagogy is based on people mind-
state/set changes or transformation, focus at switching trainees 
and trainers bias or negative mind assessment filter to a positive 
one: to focus on their potential, on what do they have and they 
are, (instead of their lacks or gaps) through their emotional cap-
ital development. 

Embedded in positive psychology and an holistic well-being 
approach, it includes the eudemonic perspective of living fully 
with and from what and who we are and what we have. The 
suffix “ance” in the term “bienvivance” indicates the result of 
an action, which is the attention paid to the phenomena that 
emerge from consciousness, what is experienced within us in the 
purity of emotion even before moving on to an explanation. The 
adjective “bien (well)” with “vivance” adds an additional force 
reinforcing its power as a social pact which commits to working 
for a better world, where people are at the heart of their changes 
and at the core of a new societal model. 

As humanity or social changes will start by people changes, it 
has to be launched and promoted at school with revisited teach-
ers’ new missions, roles, and, adequate competencies and ped-
agogy style; they will have to empower students, and valorise 
their potentials to help them grow up with confidence, and espe-
cially in VET to allow inclusive vocational excellence.
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2. NEW MISSIONS AND COMPETENCIES:  
 TOWARD THE “ENABLING LEADERSHIP STYLE” 
OF TEACHERS 

To implement bienvivance at school and allow inclusive excel-
lence, teachers have to become “facilitators and enablers of learn-
ing” rather than “dispensers of information and knowledge” 
(UNESCO, 2015). Thus, teachers competencies and teaching 
styles here are questionned. 

2.1 REVISITED TEACHERS VISIONS, NEW ROLES, 

 MISSIONS AND COMPETENCIES : FROM TRANSMISSIVE 

TO COACHING ROLE, TOWARD “ENABLING LEADERSHIP” 

TEACHING STYLES

New roles and missions of teachers 

In this bienvivance framework aiming at keeping each ones vital-
ity, by valorizing intern ressources, potentials and assets, educa-
tional staff and leaders’ roles and missions are focused at creating 
opportunities and enabling environments to boost students’as-
sets and find their own fulfilled way of living. To do so, educa-
tional leaders, teachers explore, recognize and use the potential 
of every students, to facilitate and promote inclusive excellence. 
From transmitting knowledge and beyond teaching a subject, 
teachers have to teach students how to learn to develop them-
selve as autonomous learners. Thus, they will have to have a 
stronger emphasis on building capabilities across the key com-
petencies. Teachers’ and trainers’ attitudes, their teaching, their 
awareness of career issues influence students and learners career 
progress. Especially in VET, teachers, trainers and supervisors are 
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important stakeholders and gatekeepers, which contribute to the 
enactment of successful i.e. meaningful careers (Stlader& Nägele, 
2017) as meaningful training and learning (Gendron, 2018). 

Those new roles are part of the new crucial challenges that 
education has to copy with: crossing boundaries to build human-
istic and democratic connected societies with well trained and 
self-confident people as well as networked. In this context, there 
is a growing attention for the competence-based education. For 
Kaiser and Krugmann (2018), expansion of individual possi-
bilities for the development of one’s own life under contradic-
tory circumstances where individual should be encouraged to 
develop himself and for society in the tradition of educational 
enlightenment, combined with critical thinking. 

Thus, education has to copy with not only to develop knowl-
edge but also life skills, as well as socio-emotional competen-
cies as defined in emotional intelligence models, and critical 
thinking and written in the OECD 2030 key competences and 
United Nations 2030 Agenda. Thus, this set of socio-emotional 
competencies (see Table 1.) is regarded for Gendron (2004) as 
a real “emotional capital which helps individuals to perform 
better socially, economically and personally” (for further devel-
opment, see 2.2). Nevertheless, schools still lack a clear way to 
develop it and methodological recommendations on how to 
develop it. 

Our research and reflexions given here in this chapter are 
based on several research (comprehensive, action and experi-
mental research) done since 1998 and cases studies focus on VET 
tracks, where students’ emotional capital have been developed 
through enabling and collaborative pedagogy. Those researches 
which have been published and debated in conferences, stressed 
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out that VET tracks, beyong providing vocational skills,   devel-
oped students’ empowerment and students’ emotional capital 
refering to life skills. Those outcomes showed as quoted by Gen-
dron (2017) that “VET is more than VET : it is VETfulness”; 
in the sense of VET students learn not only than practical and 
vocational knowledge, they develop also their emotional capital, 
crucial nowaday  for their employability and creativity.

The Teaching Styles From Leadership Styles Models

To revisit and understand the variety of teaching styles as 
observed in our different research case-studies, we mobilized 
and looked at human management sciences advances on lead-
erships models to see what could we learn from them or get 
inspired from. At issue is our understanding of leadership itself. 
If most of so-named “leaders” in education have appointments 
and titles that formalize their leadership and many teacher not 
appointed leaders don’t find a comfortable niche in this analogy 
of teachers as leader, our purpose aims at learning from leader-
ship models from  management sciences.

In management sciences, the  two leadership styles mainly 
wellknown are: transactional and transformational leadership 
styles. The bienvivance approach supposes an enabling leader-
ships styles. In the transactional leadership style, teacher is focus 
on students learning lessons and at students performance to “do 
things right” ; if student’ homeworks and what is expected as 
learning are done properly and reached i.e “the transaction” will 
be considered accomplished and gradated; the second type, the 
transformational teachers listens and pushes their students to 
give their best to “do the right thing”. 

To support inclusive excellence, the pedagogy refers to an 
innovative holistic pedagogy based on a revisited teachers mis-
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sions and new roles as ‘enabling leadership’ (see Fig. 2, Gendron, 
2006: 2015) as well as the learning approach focused on collab-
orative learning. 

Indeed, in education at understanding leadership as a par-
ticular type of relationship—one that mobilizes other people 
to improve practice and according what emerged from VET 
teacher leadership styles, nor the transactional neither the 
transformational management models matched what have bee 
observed. Thus, we suggested a new model of leadership style, 
the “enabling leadership” style, specific of the education field 
as education engages on specific and ethical relationships, wich 
overcomes management sciences models of management focus 
on business and utilitarian issues.
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Figure 2. Leadership Teachers’ Styles (Gendron, 2006:2015)

Types of teachers and function (Gendron, 2002, 2015)

Transactional teacher
“Does the thing right”

Transformational teacher
“Does the right thing”

Enabling leadership teacher 
 (Gendron, 2015)  
“Does what should be done”  
to empower people and their 
 potential: awakes, values and 
 valorizes potential” (Human 
 Resource Developer or Change 
Agent for him/herself and others)

Readings: The analogy to management leadership models encounters, 
for the world of education, limits linked to the vocation and purpose of 
the ethical objectives of education. If the manager can motivate his col-
laborators to move towards a common objective for the interest of the 
organization, here in education, the ethics and the professional vocation 
animate the teacher and led us to suggest a new model of leadership 
style: the model of Enabling Leaderships. Inspired by Sen’s capabilities 
and Gandhi’s emancipation, the enabling leadership posture supports 
and enhances learners’ potentials and open and promote the field of pos-
sibilities, “being present” here and there, like a parent in his child’s first 
steps. The enabling leadership style accompanies the person’s self-confi-
dence at building his or her own path and find his or her place from a non 
competitive performance approach instead through an inclusive excel-
lence where everyone has a his or her own possible place.



67

The Enabling Leadership styles of teaching:  

Toward Inclusive Vocational Excellence 

The ‘enabling leadership’ style (see Fig. 2) aims at developing 
future leader as ‘transformative pedagogue’ to become active 
agents or human resource developer for themselves and others 
(colleagues as students). This new teachers profiles and missions 
is rooted in 1938 Dewey work supporting learners agency and 
empowerment i.e the importance of student-directed learning, 
as learners agency: “students should assume an active role in 
their learning process so as to develop the skills for becoming 
successful members of their communities.” Learners’ agency is 
when learning through activities are meaningful and relevant to 
learners, driven by their interests, and often self-initiated with 
appropriate guidance from teachers: the power to act. Agency 
involves initiative, self-regulation, awareness of social connect-
edness and the responsibility of ones own actions on the envi-
ronment and on others. Each aspect relies on a student’s belief 
that they are both supported and empowered, in ways that 
help them to develop their knowledge, skills and dispositions 
in the classroom, school and community. It is built on levels 
of personal development, mutual group support, participation 
and organization within a positive climate for learning. This 
approach concerns both teachers and students. This proactive 
process focuses on the strengths, skills and rights of individuals 
and the community, rather than on deficits or needs.

In the bienvivance perspective, teachers endorses new roles 
and missions to empower their students and make them auton-
omous learners; as knowledge is now easily accessible, teach-
ers missions are not so much at transmitting knowledge but 
at training their students to “learn how to learn”, at coaching, 
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leading and developing their students’ potential and talents ; 
teachers in the decentrated mission become coachs or “enabling 
leaders who do what should be done to empower their students to 
become learners agency, boost and valorize their potential: toward 
enabling leadership teachers’style” (Gendron, 2015, 2016) (cf. Fig-
ure 1 & 2.).

Teachers will mobilize and empower and valorize learners’ 
resources helping them at gaining self-confidence and enhanc-
ing their potential. It is up to the conscience and the benev-
olence of teachers or trainers, to decide to help reveal their 
students’ potentialities and to put them into action, and to 
empower their learners. It calls for the mindfulness and benev-
olence of the teacher in his or her vocation, mission. Teachers 
shift their authority, under the auspices of collaborative learn-
ing, to the learners and provide the foundation and learning 
structures to guide, lead or coach them through various learning 
processes and experiences and through active social interaction 
on substantive issues. 

“Enabling” leadership style (and enabling pedagogy) of 
teachers is inspired by the capabilities approach (Sen 1985, 1993, 
2000) that we extend to pedagogy, organization and school 
work environment: the person’s freedom of capacity to act.  It is 
the “power to be and to do” which defines a field of possibilities 
both for the individual who carries them and for the organiza-
tion that can benefit from them (De Munk et Zimmermann, 
2008): its fulfillment. By putting the needs of people first – 
rather than the needs of the economy – the capability approach 
emphasises social justice, human rights and poverty alleviation. 
This approach is more focused on the values and goals of indi-
viduals and institutions, while retaining the economic rationale 
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as a key analytical tool and emphasising the continued impor-
tance of evaluation for the improvement of delivery and out-
comes (Powell, L. and McGrath, S., 2014).

This enabling leadership teaching style and its associated 
pedagogy aim at including ethical, sustainable, mindful and 
empowerment perspectives in education. As learning is more 
than ever important and valuable, it encourages to make vis-
ible and to visualize people potential throughout their lives, 
taking into account their prior learning. Such pedagogy helps 
students deal with current global challenges, and also as their 
transformation, emancipation and creative empowerment. 
Enabling pedagogy offers “sharing of authority and acceptance 
of responsibility among group members for the group actions” 
(Panitz, 1996). Trainers shift their authority, under the auspices 
of ideal collaborative learning, to the learners and provide the 
foundation and learning structures to guide them through vari-
ous learning processes and experiences and through active social 
interaction on substantive issues using in distance learning, all 
multimedia technology and applets. To support acquisition of 
competencies that enable people to live and act in a sustainable 
way, the enabling pedagogy involves “inclusive and integrative 
approaches to learning and teaching, using applied, futures-ori-
ented, critical and participatory education and learning” (Dan-
nenberg & Grapentin, 2016). It emphasizes the potential of edu-
cation to empower learners to transform themselves and society. 
Thus, enabling pedagogy refers not only to renewal of educa-
tion curricula but also to rethinking and changing of teaching 
pedagogy and styles and in consequences, to update teachers 
professional competencies according characteristics profile of 
teaching styles.
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2.2 EMOTIONAL CAPITAL,  
BIENVIVANCE,  INCLUSIVE EXCELLENCE  
AND ELEVATED  CONSCIOUSNESS  
AND INTERCONNECTEDNESS

EMOTIONAL CAPITAL: FROM EMOTIONAL  INTELLIGENCE 

AND SOCIO-EMOTIONAL COMPETENCIES (SEC)

Under above mentioned challenges and pressures, teachers have 
to cope with new missions and roles as preparing students to 
learn how to build their sustainable development, to maintain 
work readiness, to be a good citizen and feel fully accomplished. 
All those later characteristics are related with behaviors and 
social skills called emotional competencies coming from emo-
tional intelligence researches (Cherniss and Goleman, 2001).  
As research demonstrated the SEC economics’ return, they are 
considered as a real capital, an emotional capital (Gendron, 
2004) which is “the  set  of  resources (i.e personal and social 
emotional competencies, cf. Table 1)  that  inhere  to  the  person,  
useful  for  personal,  professionaland  organizational  develop-
ment,  and  participates  to  social  cohesion,  with  personal,eco-
nomic  and  social  returns”  is  an  essential  capital  for  all  and  
precisely  in education.
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Table 1. Framework for Emotional Competencies (Cherniss & Goleman, 
2001) (non exhaustive list)

 Personal Competencies 
(intrapersonal)

Social Competencies 
 (interpersonal)

Recognition Self-Awareness 
  - Emotional self-awareness 
  - Accurate self-assessment 
  - Self-confidence  
  - Own culture awareness […]

Social Awareness 
  - Empathy  
  - Service orientation 
  - Organizational awareness 
  - Other culture awareness […]

Regulation Self-Management 
  - Emotional self-control 
  - Trustworthiness 
  - Conscientiousness 
  - Adaptability [revisit] 
  - Achievement drive 
  - Initiative 
  - Nonjudgmentalness […]

Social Skills 
  - Developing others 
  - Influence 
  - Communication [revisit] 
  - Conflict management 
  - Visionary leadership 
  - Catalyzing change 
  - Building bonds 
  - Teamwork and collaboration 
  - Respect […]

Emotional competencies are experiential and learned capabili-
ties from the early age until adulthood, in family, peers, commu-
nities, societies and school contexts. Consequently, the different 
emotional competencies developed through those experiences 
will have a major impact on individual personality and differ-
ent returns in different spheres and those competences become 
crucial as professional competences for instance for teachers. 

According the teaching styles (cf. Table 2), the socio-emo-
tional competencies to mobilize will differ. For instance, the 
enabling teaching style will require to be more listening and sup-
portive than the talkative profile, as giving orders, in the trans-
actional style. 
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Table 2. Teaching styles and characteristics profile (Gendron, 2006:2015)

The enabling leadership rooted in the verb “to lead” defined 
the capacity of a person to lead and drive people or organiza-
tions in such a way that they reach the objectives planned. A 
leader is able to guide, influence, inspire, and initiate changes 
and engagement of his or her followers, collaborators, people 
he or she has in charge. 

The enabling leadership style is characterized for instance by 
an emotional and vibrant communication involving trust and 
authenticity and above all a high level of consciousness (see Fig. 
3) requiring “benevolence” and “mindful”mindset to feel engage 
and commited with his or her educational mission. It requires 
“to be in peace inside -inner peace- to be able to be in peace out-
side” by a personal introspection work (which the main com-
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petencies trained here are self-reflection, self-awareness, and 
self-knowledge) developing their emotional capital. 

Introspection has been part of the fabric of human under-
standing already from ancient Greece with Socrates maxim 
“Know Thyself ”, which can be seen as a path to wisdom, truth 
and greater well being: a way of understanding conscious expe-
rience and offers an overlap between the “objective” world and 
the subjective experience of being. As Carl Jung said: “Until 
you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and 
you will call it fate.” As not all information is available to us, 
consciously, at any given moment, the introspection improves 
self-awareness and has the power by turning attention within, 
that unconscious contents become conscious: information that 
isn’t available to us is revealed, igniting a journey of self-discov-
ery. When we self-reflect and become aware of this information, 
or the particular tendencies or personality traits, we become 
more self-aware and with non-judgment, but simply acknowl-
edged, leads to a process of self-acceptance, reducing our ego. 
This self-study begins to create a clear picture of unconscious 
processes and self-awareness increases, then we’re able to change, 
grow, and to move beyond limitations. Thus, greater self-aware-
ness leads to conscious decisions to act in ways that aren’t on 
autopilot, or dictated by the unconscious but take action in con-
sciousness and only then, we become truly in control of our lives, 
resulting in stronger relationships and a happier life. It is a way 
to gain knowledge not only of the Self, but of the wider cosmos 
and nature of reality. 

Thus, enabling leaders have been going through this intro-
spection which elevates their consciousness. It helps them at 
clearing up their thrue values, missions and role; which those 
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later matters ethically in education to promote equitable edu-
cation and support effective inclusion. It helps at feeling inter-
dependent to others in a holistic belief in an individual con-
nection to others and to the world as a whole., or at feeling 
interconnected to “help students to grow up and flourish in a 
benevolence way, reaching the the blue zone (cf. Figure 2). The 
emotional capital development helps at going through this con-
sciousness elevation process.



Figure 3. Model of Elevation of Consciousness (Gendron, 2019)
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3. COLLABORATIVE PEDAGOGY TO  
COLLABORATIVE LEARNING AND CRITICAL  
AND CO-REFLECTIVE THINKING

In the bienvivance approach, in our experimental research devel-
oped since 2012 (Gendron, 2012 : 2020), three tools have been 
and are used to develop students emotional capital (EK) to pro-
mote effectively inclusive vocational excellence: collaborative 
project management, co-narrative langage and mini-enterprises. 
The case-studies were carried out in professional tracks at  Mas-
ter Degree at the University of Montpellier 3 and Higher School 
Degree levels at Charles Alliès VET School, in South of France. 
In this approach, both the professional training and the general 
education are integrated in the learning process based on involv-
ing students in collaborative projects, from the design and pro-
duction of real products for real customers in mini-enterprises 
or from the design and academic and/or esthetics delivery prod-
ucts for master degree students.

3.1 COLLABORATIVE PROJECT MANAGEMENT AS A PED-

AGOGICAL TOOL TO COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

Using the pedagogy of action according to Dewey’s work, the 
main objective of the project management program, an Euro-
pean project management methodology, implemented by Pr. 
Bénédicte Gendron at the university of Montpellier 3 in voca-
tional Master degrees, follows the guide “Project Management – 
Setting the Standards” developed by Prof. Dr. Michael Gessler 
(Universiy of Bremen) and Jürgen Uhlig-Schoenian (Federal 
Institute for Schools, Bremen). Its aims is to deliver a practice 
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oriented approach to learn organizational knowledge, to foster 
team competences as well as a sense of responsibility and the 
possibility to make real experiences with further working prac-
tice in the aspired vocational sector. In our case-studies, it is used 
as a pedagogical tool to learn and work by team on a common 
project where students have to learn a subject and at the same 
time about themselves and each other, to evaluate properly, and 
to work together collaboratively. It facilitated students’ commit-
ment to their projects where students become actors and where 
team collaboration and atmosphere matter a lot. First, in order to 
constitute their “efficient” team, a short self-quiz allows students 
to identify their own profile as either mainly manager, visionary, 
analyst, or collaborator. Plus, in this project approach, each mem-
ber has different responsibilities which alternate with specific 
duties. Each team has a guidebook of the methodology, a story-
board book as an exercises’ book which inside has a dairy journal 
which captures the project’s management progress and their own 
and team progress regarding “responsibilities,” “commitments,” 
“communications,” and skills progress. In this way, students learn 
about themselves from the team members and self and progres-
sively know how to develop their deductive, inductive, analytic, 
synthetic, and critical mind. Via this project management, clearly 
designed steps by steps, students have to define and analyze the 
stakeholders of their team project and the associated risks. The 
professor, teacher or tutor has an important role as a coach, help-
ing and encouraging students at discovering themselves (“know-
ing thyself ”) and, to perserver at achieving the team objectives. 
Alongside the sessions, students complete personal quiz help-
ing them at assessing their progress, and at identifying indirectly 
their social and personal-emotional competencies. 
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3.2 MINI-ENTREPRISE AS A COLLABORATIVE  

LEARNING TOOLS TOWARD INCLUSIVE VOCATIONAL

EXCELLENCE

Marc Steckler, VET teacher at Charles Alliès Vocational School, 
and Ph student under the supervision of Pr. Bénédicte Gendron, 
used the “Mini-entreprise” tool combined with project manage-
ment methodology (described above), to develop collaborative 
learning among VET secondary and higher education degrees 
class. Part of the Junior Achievement Europe bringing together 
the public and private sectors to participate in entrepreneurship 
education, he designs and implements educational programmes 
that aim to foster an entrepreneurial mindset and skills among 
students. Generally integrated in the curricula in close co-oper-
ation with education authorities and his implementation nor-
mally supported by local school authorities in the classrooms, 
his active pedagogy is based on “learning-by-doing” and on col-
laborative project management methodology. His goal is to fos-
ter innovative thinking and improve young people’s work and 
life skills through experience and practical activities. Regarding 
competencies objectives, entrepreneurship education focuses on 
bridging the gap and establishing a connection between school 
and the world of work, by developing work habits and conducts, 
personal leadership, communication skills, teamwork and col-
laboration, customer-service skills, and learning about the rights 
and responsibilities of workers and employers.  It helps at work 
readiness, bridging school, community, personal life and work. 
Also, this methodology involves turning ideas into action, cre-
ativity, innovation, risk-taking, planning, and developing per-
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severance and self-confidence. As social entrepreneurship or 
sustainable economy (blue economy…) are gaining a growing 
dimension in mini-entreprises projects, it serves and helps stu-
dents to engage in the local community and to widen their circle 
of engagement to encompass international actions, through ini-
tiatives open to European and international connexions (Elert, 
Andersson and Wennberg, 2015). Social entrepreneurship appeals 
to young people who like the idea of applying business skills and 
ingenuity to solving social problems, serving worldwide sustain-
ability policies and elevating their level of consciousness. To do 
so, while teachers do not necessarily provide students with the 
answers, they help them research and identify the right ques-
tions, and find the best answers following the socrate process of 
self-learning through self or collaborative reflexion. Neverthe-
less, this methodology rely on school leaders and teaching staff 
competencies toward “sustainability and enabling leadership” 
teaching style and mentors. This pedagogical approach develops 
competences such as teamwork, problem solving, leadership, 
initiative and creativity. Students built skills in turning ideas 
into action, analysing information, managing projects or busi-
ness ventures, budgeting, financial management, marketing and 
sales, using their digital knowledge and foreign-language skills 
when carrying out internationally as the actual project “Team 
Blue Crocc” run with Croatia. 

Both, project management and mini-entreprises are proj-
ect-based learning and working which are particularly suitable 
for implementing work process orientation and to encourage 
developing the comprehensive ability to act in the sense of the 
triad of professional, social, and personal skills. Problem-solv-
ing processes are fundamental to the development of expertise, 
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which are divided into four phases: understanding the prob-
lem, developing a plan, executing the plan, and review (Gessler 
and Uhlig-Schoenian 2013). Acquiring socio-emotional com-
petencies in turn requires a medium: a cooperating group that 
is pursuing a common objective, operates as a team and inter-
dependently, and while doing so must learn to deal with moti-
vation gains and losses (Locke and Latham 2002;Johnson and 
Johnson 2003;Schulz-Hardt et al. 2007).

3.3 COMPETENCE-PORTFOLIO THROUGH 

 COLLABORATIVE NARRATIVES AS A DEVELOPMENTAL 

TOOL FOR CO-AND SELF-RECOGNITION AND REFLEC-

TION FOR SUSTAINABLE HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND 

LIFELONG GUIDANCE

The competence-porfolio (CP) is a French framework process 
which recognizes prior experience and knowledge. It consists of 
three steps (Mulder, Martin et al., 2007): a preparation period in 
which the candidate should explain and analyse his/her needs, 
an exploration period in which the candidate should be sup-
ported by his/her local CIBC (Centres Inter Institutionnel de 
Bilan de Compétences ) in finding out about his/her values, 
interests, ambitions, knowledge, skills and motivation and a 
final period in which talks are held and the results of the for-
mer initiatives are analysed together with the candidate. After 
that, the assessment centre gives a summary of the candidate’s 
performance. Here, in the vocational master degree, in this bien-
vivance approach, the CP is used as a co-learning process written 
in an collaborative way, focused on co-narrative and as part of 
emotional capital development for sustainable human develop-
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ment. The CP provides a tool for collecting and managing mul-
tiple types of assessment evidence from multiple contexts and 
sources within students life and the curriculum to document 
competence and promote reflective practice skills. It is used as a 
way of working with the self helped by classmates in peer groups. 

Through co-self-reflection in peer, they explore their individ-
ual experiences, have internal dialogues, and can observe them-
selves in interaction with others. The process of self-reflection 
enhanced the possibility of becoming aware of their own com-
petencies of collaborative and enabling leaders and managers: 
the vocational objective of the Master degree. 

The collaborative narratives approach help at identifying and 
building socio-emotional competencies for lifelong learners for 
new/ different career perspectives and personal development. 
It contributes to their emotional capital (EC) development and 
recognition.  EC is “the set of social and personal emotional 
competencies, inherent to the person, useful for personal, pro-
fessional, organizational and societal developments, contrib-
utes to social cohesion and has personal, economic and social 
returns” (Gendron, 2004, 2008), and sustainable human devel-
opment. A central notion in this vocational master degree to 
become enabling leadership is the idea of working with students’ 
life stories as a way of trying to overcome themselves in the form 
of overcoming their own prejudices and assumptions about the 
world’s becoming and to learn something new. This is captured 
in a definition of sustainable and enabling leadership developed 
in this vocational master degree, which notes that sustainable 
and enabling leadership is the ability to relate to oneself and 
to others, and organize relations in a way in which people can 
develop and fulfil their potential in collaboration with others 
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in a way that both the organization and society benefit, and in 
which social, human, and natural resources are not the destroyed 
but at the opposite valorised and recycled.

This innovative use of competence portfolio writing also 
helps adult learners acquire the skills to thrive in this context of 
global changes to shape new jobs and career pathways as it pro-
motes their wellbeing and resilience fostered on their flourish-
ing, empowerment participating to their emancipation. 

We illustrate by the case study of what has been done since 
2012, at the University of Montpellier 3 in a vocational Mas-
ter degree training addressed to adult, future Human Resource 
manager, educational leaders, head teachers, future managers in 
general. This developmental approach of collaborative porfolio 
as a lever for LLL lessons has been set up through a ‘lifelong 
guidance and competence’ course. This developmental direction 
requires innovative pedagogy support to assist the adult learner 
to produce portfolios of reflection on his or her experience and 
evidence of learning using adult language and narrative learning. 
To do so, we used a mixed-method, ‘collaborative’ and ‘narrative 
language’ learning. A candidate’ life story or biography used as 
a narrative learning method was organized in dyads. Beyond 
formal education and training, the narrative includes informal 
learning from different places (work, family, volonteers or com-
munity services…). In this complex and fast-changing world, 
this approach considers that all kinds of learning and training 
outcomes deserve to be valued and validated, regardless of where 
and how they were obtained. 

The research study, through trainees’ reflexive reports aimed 
to understand what changes were perceived by adult trainees 
due to their participation in recognition of their prior learning, 
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building their CP, to end by writing their competencies porfo-
lio. It can be an intimidating process for adult learners. Thus, 
this master degree developed since 2012 and given here as an 
example, embraces long-term practices, resources, and tools to 
foster a positive experience and to remove barriers. The compe-
tence-based portfolio realized at distance in dyad is based on 
collaborative learning and work, providing consistent commu-
nication to learners about the portfolio process foster on pos-
itive experiences. Beyond resources on competencies syllabus 
and grids centralized in the online platform, a one-on-one inter-
action is established with a classmate as a ‘facilitator’ for express-
ing the experiences of his or her dyad classmate; this latter tells 
his or her life story, who then, takes on this role. The content and 
verbatim analysis of personal perception of individual adults’ 
learners identified changes at personal, educational and train-
ing, and professional levels, but gains primarily occurred at the 
personal level. 

Descriptive and self-declarative outcomes revealed mainly 
effects in terms of learning, increased confidence, recognition of 
their prior knowledge and skills, valorization of their life experi-
ence, and motivation to further learning. Collaborative learning 
takes place by helping each other through verbal exchanges, in a 
narrative back-and-forth, in the development of their biographi-
cal story. Peer-to-peer recognition through the narrative exercise 
helps at highlighting specific competencies of trainees in terms 
of personal emotional competencies, referring to their emo-
tional capital and knowledge, and specific skills gained during 
their life, through this process of personal development.

This collaborative learning method is of teaching and learning 
in which trainee team together to explore a significant question 
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or create a meaningful project. Collaborative learning theory 
is rooted in L. Vygotsky’s idea of the Zone of Proximal Devel-
opment. Collaborative learning occurs when dyads or small 
groups have been engineered to share responsibility, authority, 
and learning outcomes. Here, learners rely on one another to 
accomplish their competence-based portfolio. The peer facilita-
tor co-writes his classmate’ competence-based portfolio. With a 
benevolent perspective of Gendron (2008) motto “the extraor-
dinary potential of each ordinary person”, the facilitator looks 
for, identifies, promotes, and values his or her dyad classmate 
experience in competencies equivalence using his or her class-
mate narrative story. In this “human developer” role of recogni-
tion, facilitator provides feedback to help at strengthening his or 
her dyad’s report of experience for their partner portfolio before 
to submit it to faculty member for an official evaluation. In this 
pedagogical approach, involving peer-to-peer learning create a 
positive experience for learners which helps at fostering deeper 
thinking. Through this targeted training, trainees report that it 
helps them developing their higher-level thinking, oral commu-
nication, self-management and leadership skills but also know-
ing and understanding themselves and others people better as 
well. Indeed, combined with a three-month meditative training 
course, trainees report that they developed a better inner aware-
ness about their own competences as mental states, their values 
and have a better understanding of the others. As in all the situ-
ations where trainees come together in groups, it suggests a way 
of dealing with people, which respects and highlights individual 
group participant’s abilities and contributions.

Also, the collaborative narrative language and learning 
depends on the art of social interaction among learners rather 
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than a mechanical process. It is not just a classroom method or 
technique. Beyond problem-posing education, it is a manifesta-
tion of humanization, critical conscientization, and emancipa-
tion based on enabling pedagogy.

This collaborative exercice on competence portfolio narra-
tive sounds to have provided beyond formative and summative 
assessment of student achievement, a way or a process of per-
sonal transformation. 

4. ANALYSIS AND ESSAY: COLLABORATIVE 
LEARNING TO TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING  
AND AGENCY

Bienvivance as a positive operational holistic approach and para-
digm of well-being, is focused in education on the whole person 
development, which explores, recognizes and valorizes the stu-
dents’potential which might allow inclusive excellence through 
collaborative learning and an enabling pedagogy impulsed by 
enabling leadership teaching style, promoting people transfor-
mation. In this part, first, we will question how the collaborative 
education can serve emancipation decolonizing recognition to 
allow inclusive excellence. Second, this bienvivance approach of 
students devopment can be seen as a process of transformation 
that we will try to analyse through the lens of transformative 
learning models.

4.1 ANALYSIS: COLLABORATIVE EDUCATION

Collaborative education supports connected learning model 
suggesting that people learns best when: they are interested in 
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what they are learning; they have peers and mentors who share 
these interests; and their learnings are directed toward oppor-
tunity and recognition. 

To get exposed to Other’s differences to develop students’ 
social emotional competencies, collaborative learning enable 
learners agency and empowerment. Teachers recognize learn-
ers’ individuality and grasp formal and unformal learning envi-
ronments (peers, families, communities..) as opportunities to 
influence students learning in a co-agency learning process. As 
interactive, mutually supportive relationships, it helps learn-
ers to progress towards their valued goals and together explore 
significant questions and create meaningful projects. It devel-
ops students agency and empowerment by knowing themselves 
through the group following Plato motto “Do thine own work, 
and know thyself ”. Acknowledging other’s difference help to 
develop introspection and reflexive skills. As a holistic and expe-
riential approach, this collaborative approach explores the mind, 
and the heart enlarging perspectives, leading to lasting solutions 
to cope with problems confronted. 

Rooted in Dewey active learning, collaborative learning 
occurs when small groups of learners have been engineered to 
share responsibility, authority, and learning outcomes by devel-
oping a better inner awareness about their own competences 
as mental states, and have a better understanding of the oth-
ers. They rely on one another to accomplish their work which 
respects and highlights individual group participant’ abilities 
and contributions illustrating humanization, critical consci-
entization, and emancipation. This collaborative education 
impact on emancipation through this exercice of the co-writing 
and reflexive portfolio of competencies could be also analysed 
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through the lens of narrative langage as a media of recognition 
and decolonising recognition  helping at an effective inclusion 
(Gendron, 2022). This process of recognition explore the inter-
play of power relationships and recognition in order to provide 
a holistic view underlying the different relational and 

reciprocal range of recognition habits, processes, methods, 
technologies and practices operating at individual, social and 
cultural levels (Werquin et al. 2022). It questions how recogni-
tion practices could contribute to re-establishing more balanced 
power relationships? How the unrecognised, misrecognised,  
could be recognised and the invisible, not visible could be seen 
to facilitate inclusion ? Focused at creating opportunities and 
enabling environments to boost everyone’s potential and to 
find their own fulfilled way of living, this approach can be ana-
lyzed through a lens of transformative agency, which empower 
students. The research shows that VET students rebuild their 
emotional capital, they recover their self-confidence and esteem, 
acceptance of ‘Others’ difference and facilitate and promote 
inclusive excellence.

4.2 BIENVIVANCE APPROACH THROUGH THE LENS OF 

TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING: TOWARD VET  STUDENTS 

EMPOWERMENT AND  “INCLUSIVE VOCATIONAL 

 EXCELLENCE”

Bienvivance applied in education as a positive operational holis-
tic approach is a paradigm of well-being focused on whole per-
son development, which explores, recognizes and valorizes the 
potential of students, allowing inclusive excellence through an 
enabling pedagogy impulsed by teachers with enabling leader-



88

ship style who promote people transformation. In the part, we 
will try to analyse, this bienvivance approach of students devo-
pment can be seen as a process which transforms and empowers 
people and be analysed through the lens of transformative learn-
ing models; precisely, a transformative perspective by learning, 
referring to transformative learning as a process, an outcome, 
and a pedagogy. As a process, transformative learning is most 
often discussed in terms of Mezirow’s ten-phase process. As an 
outcome, it constitutes a new lens through which to see one-
self or others. As pedagogy, transformative learning provides a 
paradigm of education that fosters a powerful shift in beliefs or 
values, helping at changing mindset toward consciousness ele-
vation and at keeping the vitality of their life. 

The transformative learning is a cognitive, affective, somatic, 
or spiritual experience or possibly any of these combined. Law-
rence and Cranton (2009) wrote, “No one theoretical perspec-
tive needs to mean others are excluded”. Transformative learn-
ing can be cognitive, imaginative, collaborative and individually 
based or can include depth psychology alongside a more prac-
tical reflective approach. Mezirow (1997) and Cranton (2006) 
agree that transformative learning begins when individuals 
reflect critically upon their assumptions of what they believe to 
be real, true, or right. Critical reflection is the ongoing process of 
consciously or unconsciously reviewing and evaluating assump-
tions to clarify the meaning of experiences both individually 
and collectively. 

For Mezirow (1997) transformative learning is “the process 
of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised 
interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience in order to 
guide future action”.  Transformative or transformational learn-
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ing (Mezirow 1997, 2000) is precisely defined as “an orienta-
tion which holds that the way learners interpret and reinterpret 
their sense experience is central to making meaning and hence 
learning.” The theory is particularly focused on the idea that old 
and young adult learners’ world view is changed the more they 
learn, and that helps them grasp new concepts and ideas as they 
don’t apply their old understanding to new situations, instead 
they find they need to look at new perspectives in order to get a 
new understanding of things as they change. For Mezirow (1997, 
2000) these critical reflection and critical review lead to a trans-
formation of their understanding and involves a fundamental 
change in learners perceptions leading to mind emancipation 
and understanding. Young adults view life with limited per-
spectives based upon limited experiences shape their personal 
beliefs. Through expanding and sharing with others their expe-
riences via collaborative pedagogy, individuals may challenge 
existing beliefs and gain new perspectives identified as transfor-
mative learning.

In order to challenge learners previous understanding and 
beliefs, Mezirow underlined two focuses in the transformative 
process that are both logical and emotional. First, instrumental 
learning focuses on task-oriented problem solving, and evalua-
tion of cause and effect relationships and, second, communica-
tive learning focuses on how learners communicate their feel-
ings, needs, and desires. Learners need to be able to focus on 
different types of their understanding and view new perspectives 
and meaning structures based on concepts, beliefs, judgments, 
and feelings that shape learners’ interpretation. The understand-
ing of learners past perspective and the ability to look at new 
structures and perspectives through self-reflection, self-directed 
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learning, and critical theory are the key to the transformative 
process. They are able to critique their assumptions to under-
stand if what they understood as a child still holds true now that 
they are growing up or becoming adult. In this process, we are 
thereby able to understand ourselves, and our learning better. 

Mezirow’s (1978) original study identified ten phases that 
contributed to transformative learning nevertheless to encoun-
ter transformative learning not all of the phases needed to be 
experienced and, furthermore, they may be experienced in ran-
dom order. The phases are: a disorienting dilemma; self-exam-
ination of assumptions; critical reflection on assumptions; rec-
ognition of dissatisfaction; exploration of alternatives; plan for 
action; acquisition of new knowledge; experimentation with 
roles; competence building; and reintegration of new perspec-
tives into one’s life (Mezirow, 1991). These phases are key in help-
ing learners transform their prior notions as they get new infor-
mation and insight. 

Through the multi-cultural and collaborative learning 
approach used in the pedagogy of the case-studies, the disori-
enting dilemma is a situation where a learner finds by their 
own or by getting exposed to others, that what they thought or 
believed in the past may not be accurate. This is the first part of 
transformational learning. This can be an “a-ha” moment where 
a student hears or consider something they may not have under-
stood before. This disorienting dilemma can be uncomfortable 
or challenging for students, but is the key spark in starting a fire 
of transformational learning. 

Through the competence-portfolio co-narrative’ helping at“ 
knowing thyself ” following Plato and Socrate motto, students 
will do a self-examination of their beliefs and understanding. 
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They will think about their past experiences and how they con-
nect to this disorienting dilemma. This can create a perspective 
transformation, where students understand that their perspec-
tive may not be the only one possible. And through the co-nar-
rative competence-porfolio, the peer effect can help at a self-ex-
amination feedback.

Through collaborative project management, mini-enter-
prises or competence-portfolio, students discover or learn about 
themselves through overcoming obstacles, sometimes their own 
mental obstacles or limiting beliefs. This critical assessment 
of assumptions phase in this transformational learning pro-
cess helps students at being able to take a more comprehensive 
look at their past assumptions and review them critically. They 
are able to accept that perhaps some of their past assumptions 
were wrong, and are thereby more open to new information 
and thoughts. This creates perspective transformation as they 
are able to look with more unbiased eyes at their own past and 
open them to emancipation and empowerment. 

After students understand how their past assumptions and 
beliefs may have been wrong, they are able to plan a course of 
action. They are able to consider what kinds of learning they will 
now need to more fully understand a problem or situation. They 
will be able to have a strategy for learning new things, seeing new 
perspectives, talking to new people, and more. They will also 
be able to project themselves in the future with a more positive 
vision, a better self-confidence and esteem. This is what has been 
observed among mini-entreprises as in collaborative projects in 
the case-studies. This place of action requires to access resources. 
It is essential to act on the obstacles of a personal order but also 
of a structural order. They are helping at emancipation (freeing 
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themselves from obstacles) and no longer adaptation (to obsta-
cles). The development of the “power to act” (Clot, 2008) is 
the possibility of having more control over what is important 
to oneself or to the community and empowerment, the devel-
opment of the power of individuals and communities to act on 
the conditions they face.

The phase of acquisition of knowledge and skills helps stu-
dents at carrying out new plan and get further in their trans-
formational learning. The emotional capital development and 
their socio-emotional competencies, their technical skills as the 
knowledge access and stored among collaborative learning via 
active pedagogy are supporting this phase as  they may have to 
learn new things and consider different perspectives in order to 
fully enhance their learning with meaningful in this reflective 
perspective. It can take extensive work and effort, but this is 
where the real learning is happening.

As part of transformational learning, exploring and trying 
new roles is an important phase as students need to act and 
to understand changes as a key to success. It goes beyond just 
learning about a content or something, but actively working to 
understand and experience new things for themselves and to 
learn how to learn by themselves in an autonomous way. In proj-
ect management and running as in mini-entreprise they have 
to play role and take action and responsibility of their actions, 
tasks and knowledge resource. Also, through the emotional cap-
ital development and the competence-portfolio, they build their 
self-awareness and confidence and learn to recognize their val-
ues. It helps in this phase at their self-efficacy in new roles and 
relationships. Self-efficacy involves students being able to make 
their own decisions and have their own beliefs like in mini-en-



93

treprise decisions’ steps as in project management that they hav 
to go through different roles (scribe, leader, visionary, follower, 
reporter…). Building confidence in students beliefs and under-
standing is crucial to nurture and to continue to practice this 
transformative cycle as they move forward. 

Inspired by Mezirow, Nerstrom Transformative Learning 
Model (2014) process phases to four segments to comprehend 
and explain transformative learning (Figure 4) following a 
sequential order where all phases of the model are encountered; 
however, entry to the phases can begin in any segment. The four 
phases are having experiences, making assumptions, challenging 
perspectives and experiencing transformative learning. Trans-
formative learning then becomes a new experience. This model 
provides a visual representation of how transformations are con-
structed and identifies transformative learning as a continuous 
cycle of learning. Once transformative learning occurs, individ-
uals are more receptive to experiencing it again. Also, once trans-
formative learning occurs it is unlikely that learners revert back 
to their prior beliefs.
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Figure 4. Nerstrom Transformative Learning Model (2014, p.328)

In sum, from a general reviewing, whatever the models of trans-
formative learning, we found through narratives, observations 
and learning journal, that the important elements of transfor-
mative learning process were disoriented dilemma or experience, 
dialogue, critical reflection, holistic of rational and emotional 
transformation, awareness of context and acting on revision or 
exploratory premise. Also, in other words, the learning process 
transforms learners perspectives which themselves will guide 
their future actions. To end, transformative learning is a com-
plex reflective process that mobilizes reflection on the content, 
the process and the foundations of the experience. Under-
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standably incorporating the model into this study to explain 
and strengthen the experiences of being transformed may well 
expand the theories of transformative learning.  As a learning 
tool in coursework on adult learning theory, it assists learners 
with comprehending the process of transformative learning that 
themselves they are living and experiencing to reach and move 
toward bienvivance.

CONCLUSIONS: BIENVIVANCE AND INCLUSIVE 
VOCATIONAL EXCELLENCE, FROM INCLUSION TO 
INCLUSIVITY: VALORIZING THE RICHNESS OF THE 
“DIFFERENCE”

Bienvivance applied in education is a positive holist and oper-
ational educational methodology and paradigm focused on 
whole person development which could respond to inclusion in 
an effective way: toward Inclusive Excellence as to answer to the 
UNESCO agenda of education in sustainability development. 

The outcome of the different research led especially in VET 
schools, shown that the co and selft-reflective practices and 
collaborative learning nurture inclusive vocational excellence 
and turn schools into transformational schools. Through an 
enabling leadership teaching style and associated pedagogy, the 
focus on social and emotional competencies helped at increas-
ing as observed in previous broader researches, metacognition, 
attention, cognition and cognitive flexibility and at reducing 
stress and anxiety (Shapiro et al., 1998). This attention support 
and emotional balance, as empathetic connection, compassion, 
and altruism (Zajonc, 2013) supported self-awareness devel-
opment required for ethical and empathic engagement in the 
world as citizens. 



96

Also, this bienvivance approach can be analysed in a trans-
formative perspective, referring to transformative learning as 
a process, an outcome and a pedagogy which transforms and 
empowers learners and trainees and support inclusive excel-
lence. Indeed, transformative learning, as a pedagogical active 
model of learning, considered that learners are actively engaged 
through critical reflection and discourse to question assump-
tions, expectations, and context to achieve deeper meaning and 
new perspectives to guide their actions. It differs from the tra-
ditional model of pedagogy of ‘passive’ learning considering 
students as receptacles of knowledge. This approach generally 
reflects teacher, trainer, educator’s personal visions and perspec-
tives on their job’ mission and beliefs and responds also to the 
UNESCO agenda of education in sustainability development. 

To end, if Sen was focus on ‘capabilities‘ Gandhi reflexion 
suggests us a further approach of Education for Good in the 
sustainable perspective in a global World as the quintessence of 
Gandhian philosophy is that the human values and not the mar-
ket should govern life. To Gandhi, proper education not only 
includes knowledge of the subject but also devotion to duty, 
spirit of service and most importantly the training of character. 
The basic purpose of freedom is to endow the people with the 
power of capability expansion. Development policy not only 
aims at improving human capibilty but also human contestabil-
ity to be consistent with the concept of international humanity 
in the global environment.

And in this perspective, putting an emphasis on human con-
testability in education is reinforcing the view that individuals 
are the ultimate source of value and, value generation depends 
less on tangible resources, but rather on intangible ones (partic-
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ularly health, cognitive intelligence, collaboration, emotional 
wellbeing...) that bienvivance perspective tries to underline 
focused on vitality, promoting beyond the learning by doing, 
the “learning by being”. 

Linking human contestability to bienvivance can foster vital-
ity as, physical attributes and abilities, creative minds, passionate 
hearts, individual empowerment..., and help clarify the vision of 
what true ‘inclusion’ should be: “ inclusive excellence” or “inclu-
siveness/inclusivity”, making “differences” not differences to be 
leveled or reduced to match or fit into the “norm” but, on the 
contrary, to be valued by celebrating diversity and accepting 
and considering differences as a richness and by implement-
ing, through fairness and education equity, the best for all, to 
enhance the best in everyone.

Alone we go faster, 
Together we go further
(African Proverb)
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ABSTRACT:

Teachers’ teaching styles and pedagogical practices are factors 
that contribute to preventing students from dropping out of 
school. In Spain, vocational education and training (VET) is 
characterised by low participation and high dropout rates. This 
study explores the perception of VET teachers in relation to 
professional self-efficacy and in association with two variables 
(VET instructional level and years of teaching experience) as 
factors that can influence this belief. The sample comprised 260 
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VET teachers from the Balearic Islands (Spain) who completed 
a questionnaire that included the Teachers Self-Efficacy Scale 
(TSES). The results found that this efficacy is relatively high 
and that number of years of experience is an influential factor, 
although the VET instructional level is not. The implications of 
these results are discussed for the identification of practices that 
can be positively associated with the prevention of dropout in 
this educational stage.

KEYWORDS:

Vocational Education and Training, Dropout, Teacher’s Self- 
Efficacy, Years of experience, Instructional VET Level

1. INTRODUCTION

One of the major current educational challenges in the Euro-
pean Union is the prevention of early leaving of education and 
training (ELET), as it limits the socioeconomic opportunities 
of young people. It is one of the main risk factors for inactiv-
ity, unemployment, job insecurity, poverty, and social exclusion 
(European Union Council, 2021; Verd et al., 2019).

The Spanish education system is characterised by high ELET 
rates and the polarisation of the educational level of the popu-
lation. In relation to ELET, although this indicator has fallen 
significantly in recent years, specifically since the outbreak of the 
pandemic, Spain continues to show the highest rates in compar-
ison with the average for European Union countries, standing 
at 16% in 2020 compared to 9.9% for the EU average (Eurostat, 
2021a). In turn, this indicator shows a high interregional vari-
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ation, with the Balearic Islands (the region where this study is 
carried out) being one of the Spanish regions with the high-
est ELET rates, standing at 21.3% (Ministry of Education and 
Vocational Training, 2021), far from the 9% set by the European 
strategic framework for education and training 2030 (European 
Union Council, 2021).

In addition, the educational level of the Spanish population 
is strongly polarised, characterised by a higher number of people 
with a low level of education (ISCED 0-2*: 37.1% compared to 
17.1% in the EU), a lower number of individuals with an inter-
mediate level of education (ISCED 3-4: 23.2% compared to 46% 
in the EU) and a relatively high number of people with a high 
level of education (ISCED 5-8: 39.7% compared to 37.6% in the 
EU) (OECD, 2021). Educational attainment has a huge impact 
on youth school-to-work transitions and on the characteristics 
of future labour and personal pathways. More specifically, young 
people with low levels of education show higher levels of unem-
ployment and poorer working conditions. In 2020, the youth 
unemployment rate stood at 29.2% and 40.4% for those with 
a low level of education (Eurostat, 2021b). Moreover, a recent 
study carried out in Spain on youth education and training tran-
sitions concluded that 58.1% of dropout students have a salary 
lower than 1000 euros, 67.7% work in low-skilled occupations 

* The International Standard Classification of Education adopted by UNE-
SCO (2012) as a standard framework used to categorise and report cross-na-
tionally comparable education statistics (ISCED-2012). The different levels 
are: ISCED 0 (Early Childhood Education); ISCED 1 (Primary Education), 
ISCED 2 (Lower Secondary Education), ISCED 3 (Upper Secondary Edu-
cation), ISCED 4 (Post-secondary nontertiary education); ISCED 5 (Short 
cycle tertiary education): ISCED 6 (Bachelor); and ISCED 7 (Master) and 
ISCED 8 (Doctoral).
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and 48.4% have temporary jobs (National Institute of Statis-
tics, 2020).

In this context, a recent study by European Centre for the 
Development of Vocational Training [Cedefop] (2020b) con-
cludes that over the next decade, 50% of job opportunities will 
be reserved for people with intermediate qualifications (inter-
mediate and higher vocational education and training), and 
only 16% of jobs will require a low level of qualification. There-
fore, vocational education and training (VET) has a strategic 
role in preventing dropout, reducing youth unemployment, and 
improving youth labour market insertion processes (Cedefop, 
2016; 2020a; Marhuenda-Fluixà, 2019).

The Spanish VET system is organised into three levels: basic 
VET (BVET), intermediate VET (IVET), and higher VET 
(HVET) (all levels have a duration of two academic years). 
BVET is a vocational option established in Spain in 2014–2015 
and is geared towards students who have not completed com-
pulsory secondary education (ISCED 2) and are at risk of leav-
ing education; it seeks to reduce ELET and ensure that youth 
remain in the educational system. Those who attend BVET start 
this training at the age of 14 and, in the end, receive a VET 
Level 1 credential that enables students to continue in IVET. 
However, IVET begins after the end of compulsory education 
(at the age of 16) and, once completed, allows access to a higher 
level of VET.

Nonetheless, despite efforts to bolster VET in Spain, voca-
tional training is characterised by low participation and high 
dropout rates. In this sense, Spanish students show a clear pref-
erence for academic studies over vocational studies; only 36.3% 
are enrolled in VET programs compared to 67% in Bachiller-
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ato (post-compulsory education: academic track). More specif-
ically, in the 2018–2019 academic year, net enrolment rates stood 
at 8.1% in BVET, 28.3% in IVET, and 29% in HVET (Ministry 
of Education and Vocational Training, 2021). In addition, it is 
estimated that more than half of the students leave this training 
without the corresponding qualification (Martínez-Morales & 
Marhuenda-Fluixà, 2020; Salvà-Mut et al. 2020). A study car-
ried out in the Balearic Islands concluded that the dropout rate 
in BVET is 54.6% and 43.9% in IVET (Cerdà-Navarro et al., 
2019; Salvà-Mut, 2018).

In this sense, specifically in VET, the influence of previous 
negative educational experiences, particularly in compulsory 
secondary education, has been shown to increase the probabil-
ity of dropout (Nielsen & Tanggaard, 2015; Niittylahti, et al., 
2019). Thus, some students may arrive at VET with advanced 
disengagement processes and a greater disinterest in studies, a 
perception that the education system is not adapted to their 
needs, a sense of failure, and less confidence in their possibilities 
(Elffers, 2012). Van Houtte and Demanet (2015) conclude that 
the intention to drop out of vocational training is determined 
by students’ feelings of uselessness and failure, with variables 
traditionally related to dropout such as gender, cultural origin 
or academic background not being determinant. In this way, the 
teachers’ confidence in the students’ abilities and the positive 
expectations regarding their potential become a fundamental 
factor in reducing the feeling of failure and are configured as 
an element of influence on the perseverance of students in this 
educational stage.

For all of the above reasons, we consider it essential to con-
duct an in-depth exploration of the variables that influence the 
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prevention of dropout in VET. Therefore, this study is focused 
on the role of teachers and teaching styles, considering the con-
tributions of self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
For this purpose, BVET and IVET teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs 
(Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001) and the influence 
of years of professional experience and instructional level in this 
construct are analysed.

2. THEORY AND METHODS

2.1 THEORY

Numerous studies on student engagement point to the impor-
tance of the teaching role and student-teacher engagement in 
preventing students from dropping out of school (Archam-
bault et al., 2009; Cerdà-Navarro et al., 2019; Davis & Dup-
per, 2004; Fall & Roberts, 2012; Jang et al., 2010; Lessard et al., 
2010; Whannell & Allen, 2011). In this sense, when students 
perceive a greater sense of closeness, support, help, and encour-
agement from teachers and when teachers have confidence 
in students’ potential and abilities, feelings of belonging and 
school engagement increase (Eccles & Roeser, 2009; Nielsen 
& Tanggaard, 2015; Pinya et al., 2017; Tarabini et al., 2019; Van 
Houtte & Van Maele, 2012). Furthermore, teachers’ teaching 
styles and pedagogical practices, understood as supporting stu-
dent autonomy, providing an optimal teaching structure and a 
curriculum adapted to students’ interests, positively influence 
students’ increased autonomy and competence and are key ele-
ments for increasing school engagement and preventing drop-
out (Aelterman et al., 2019; Eccles & Roeser, 2009; Jang et al., 
2010; Tarabini et al., 2019).
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In this research, self-determination theory (SDT), devel-
oped by Ryan and Deci (2017), is the theoretical framework 
that considers the influence of teaching practices on teach-
ing-learning processes, focusing on the types and sources of 
motivation and their impact on student behaviour. According 
to SDT, it is essential to consider teachers’ perceptions of their 
professional autonomy, teaching competence and interpersonal 
skills as determinants not only of beliefs and intentions but also 
of teaching practice, establishing a direct relationship with the 
connection established with students (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Nie-
miec & Ryan, 2009; Van Uden et al., 2013). The SDT identifies 
two important dimensions concerning teachers’ teaching styles: 
support for students’ autonomy and the provision of structure 
in teaching. Both dimensions correlate positively and predict 
student behavioural engagement (Aelterman et al., 2019; Jang 
et al., 2010), enabling the satisfaction of students’ basic psycho-
logical needs in terms of autonomy and competence (Sierens et 
al., 2009). At this point, it is necessary to highlight the research 
developed on the influence of teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs on 
the teachers’ degree of involvement, teaching practices, and, 
therefore, students’ achievement and motivation.

According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy refers to an indi-
vidual’s beliefs about his or her ability to act successfully. Self-ef-
ficacy is constructed based on four factors: successful manage-
ment of experiences (understood as experience in overcoming 
obstacles through persevering efforts), vicarious experiences 
provided by social models (observing in the environment how 
other people with similar characteristics achieve success in sim-
ilar activities); social persuasion (those who are verbally per-
suaded that they possess the necessary skills to master certain 
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activities are more likely to make a considerable and constant 
effort compared to those who doubt their abilities), and affec-
tive state (evaluating abilities based on their own psychological 
states).

In the educational context, teaching self-efficacy refers to 
teachers’ beliefs in their abilities to organise and execute the 
actions required to perform a teaching task in a specific context 
(Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). Scientific evidence has shown 
that self-efficacy beliefs influence teachers’ efforts in developing 
classes and their ability to teach and facilitate learning processes 
(Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2011), consequently improving 
the quality of teaching and student achievement (Klassen & 
Chiu, 2011). Accordingly, teachers with a high level of self-effi-
cacy plan and organise lessons more effectively (Milner, 2002), 
are better able to create an appropriate learning environment 
(Pas et al., 2012) and are more open to using innovative ped-
agogical methods to promote students’ autonomy (Berger & 
Girardet, 2016). Moreover, studies demonstrate that teachers 
are more persistent in difficult situations, show a greater under-
standing of students with more difficulties (Pressley et al.; 2018; 
Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998) and have higher expectations of 
students’ academic achievement (Fackler & Malmberg, 2016).

One of the variables studied for its influence on teachers’ 
self-efficacy is the instructional level of teaching. In the case of 
nonvocational education (both compulsory and postcompul-
sory), studies suggest that this belief is stronger at lower levels 
of education (Guskey, 1987; Ross, 1992; Wolters & Daughtery, 
2007), although this is controversial. Other studies have shown 
that this belief is stronger in secondary school teachers (Rauden-
bush et al., 1992), and some more current studies have found no 
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significant differences in levels of self-efficacy as a function of 
academic level (Presley & Ha, 2021).

Another variable extensively studied for its implications 
regarding the level of teacher’s self-efficacy is the number of 
years of teaching experience. Although Bandura (1997) argued 
that self-efficacy remained stable once professional stability was 
achieved, some studies have analysed the influence of years of 
teaching experience on self-efficacy beliefs in different contexts 
and educational stages, obtaining divergent results.

In this sense, various studies have shown that teachers’ 
self-efficacy beliefs increase as professional experience rises and 
remains stable once professional stability is acquired, as teachers 
have gained more successful management experiences over the 
years (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007; Wolters & 
Daugherty, 2007). Moreover, other studies have demonstrated 
that teachers’ self-efficacy gradually decreases throughout their 
professional career: Klassen and Chiu (2010) argued the influ-
ence of years of teaching experience on teachers’ self-efficacy is 
a nonlinear relationship, increasing as more years of teaching 
experience are attained but decreasing in the last professional 
stage. Furthermore, Covarrubias and Mendoza-Lira (2015) con-
cluded that the highest level of self-efficacy is between 6 and 10 
years of professional experience, decreasing in the later stages.

Despite the differences in these findings, a common conclu-
sion of all mentioned research is that self-efficacy belief is not a 
fixed construct, although it may fluctuate throughout a teach-
er’s professional career and may be influenced by environmen-
tal or individual variables. In this sense, promoting an optimal 
climate in the school and a good relationship and communi-
cation between teachers (Siciliano, 2016), receiving practical 
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and meaningful training courses (del Río et al., 2011; Fernán-
dez-Arata, 2008; Woolfolk Hoy & Burke Spero, 2005), being 
supported by school management through coaching or mento-
ring (O’Connor & Korr, 1996; Ross & Bruce, 2007) and having 
opportunities for professional development (Fackler & Malm-
berg, 2016) are factors that have been found to have a positive 
influence on increasing teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs.

Finally, it is necessary to point out that none of the previ-
ous studies has been carried out in the framework of VET but 
rather in other educational contexts. Therefore, it is consid-
ered necessary for dropout prevention to analyse this construct 
and its relationship with academic level and professional expe-
rience in the framework of VET education. Nevertheless, it is 
also important to highlight that in previous studies, teachers’ 
self-efficacy beliefs are studied overall as well as in relation to 
the three subscales that make up this construct: instructional 
strategies, classroom management, and student engagement. 
However, in this study, the analysis of this belief is considered 
in generic terms, even considering the limitations that may be 
derived in comparison with these studies.

 2.2. METHOD

This study assesses whether self-efficacy among VET teach-
ers is associated with variables such as the VET instructional 
level (BVET and IVET) and years of teaching experience. It 
is a descriptive study that aims to explore teachers’ practices as 
a means of dropout prevention. The instrument used was the 
questionnaire. The first part collected demographic informa-
tion about teachers, academic level, years of teaching experience, 
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instructional VET level of teaching, and lifelong learning or stu-
dent academic achievement. To measure teacher self-efficacy, 
the Teachers Self-Efficacy Scale was used (Tschannen-Moran & 
Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). This scale measures the beliefs that teach-
ers hold about their capability to influence student learning by 
performing certain actions related to three domains of self-ef-
ficacy: student engagement (8 items), instructional strategies 
(8 items) and classroom management (8 items), according to a 
Likert-type scale, where 1 means “not at all able” and 9 means 
“fully able”. Sample questions include “How well are you able 
to communicate with the most troubled students?”, “At what 
level are you able to establish routines so that the activities are 
carried out in an agile and uncomplicated way?” or “To what 
extent are you able to react in front of students who have a defi-
ant attitude?” The questionnaire reliability and validity values 
are α=0,94 for the overall TSE and α=0,87, α=0,91 and α=0,90 
for its scale, respectively.

The fieldwork was carried out online and via email with VET 
schools in the Balearic Islands (Spain) during the first semester 
of 2021, resulting in a total of 287 surveys. It is a representative 
sample of the region with a confidence margin of 90% and a 
sampling error of 5%. Of the initial 287 participants, after a revi-
sion and exclusion process, a final sample of 260 VET teachers 
was established for this study: 97 are BVET teachers, and 163 
are IVET teachers. Among the professional fields, 47% of VET 
teachers developed their teaching practice in Administration 
and Management, Computer Science and Communications and 
Hospitality and Tourism; that is, these three fields are the most 
representative of VET in the Balearic Islands. They represent 
almost 45% of the sample in the case of BVET and 48% in the 
case of IVET.
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To establish associations between teachers’ self-efficacy and 
the variables under study, the statistical analysis focused on 
the comparison of means obtained by applying a t test and 
ANOVA. The VET instructional level was divided according 
to the Spanish VET system: basic VET (BVET) and intermedi-
ate VET (IVET). Teaching experience was measured according 
to years of teaching. In Spain, the average length of a profes-
sional teaching career is 30 years. Therefore, following previous 
studies (Wolters and Daugherty, 2007) and this pattern, it was 
considered a novice group with less than one year of teaching 
experience (Group 1, ≤ 1), an intermediate group in the middle 
of their professional career (2–15 years) and a third group in the 
last stages of the profession (>16 years).

3. RESULTS

The average teacher’s self-efficacy for the sample suggests that 
teachers have a relatively high belief in their efficacy, as the mean 
score for this value is 7,09 (SD=0,75). This perception is also 
demonstrated according to the VET instructional level and 
years of experience, with mean scores of approximately 7 points 
(Table 1). However, teachers with less than one year of teach-
ing experience have the lowest self-efficacy beliefs (M=6,78, 
SD=0,153).
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N M SD

Overall 260 7,09 0,75

VET level
BVET 97 7,07 0,76

IVET 163 7,11 0,75

Years of 
 experience

1 (≤1y) 24 6,78 0,153

2 (2-15y) 152 7,04 0,062

3 (>16 y) 84 7,29 0,091

Table 1. Teachers’ self-efficacy descriptive statistics

3.1. SELF-EFFICACY AND VET INSTRUCTIONAL LEVEL

When comparing teachers’ self-efficacy based on the VET 
instructional level, the results indicate that BVET teachers have 
a slightly lower level of self-efficacy (M=7,07, SD=0,76) than 
IVET teachers (M=7,11, SD=0,75). However, the results indi-
cate no significant differences in teachers’ self-efficacy  (t=-0,609, 
p=0,988) based on the VET type (Table 2).

VET level N M SD t DF Sig.

BVET 97 7,07 0,76
-0,609 259 0,988

IVET 163 7,11 0,75

Table 2. Values from the t test for the relationship between  
self-efficacy and VET instructional level

3.2. SELF-EFFICACY AND YEARS OF TEACHING 

 EXPERIENCE

The analysis of the relationship between teachers’ self-efficacy 
and years of experience demonstrates that there are significant 



116

differences in the three experience groups at the significance 
 levels considered (Table 3 and Table 4). The results demon-
strate that teachers with 1 or fewer years of experience have lower 
self-efficacy beliefs (Group 1, M=6,78) than those who have 
more than 16 years of teaching experience (Group 3, M=7,29), 
and teachers with between 2 and 5 years of teaching experience 
(Group 2, M=7,04) have lower self-efficacy than Group 3 teach-
ers. According to the mean scores for each group, it can be stated 
that self-efficacy beliefs among teachers increase along with the 
development of their professional careers.

Years of Teaching Exp. N M DF F Sig.

1 (≤1y) 24 6,78

2 4,714 0.010*2 (2–15y) 152 7,04

3 (>16 y) 84 7,29

Table 3. Values from the ANOVA test for the relationship  
between self-efficacy and years of teaching experience

Years of  
Experience (I)

Years of 
 Experience (J)

Mean   
differences

SE Sig.

1 (≤1y)
2 (2–15y) -0,254 0,165 0,373

3 (>16 y) -0,504 0,178 0,015**

2 (2–15y)
1 (≤1y) 0,254 0,165 0,373

3 (>16 y) -0,251 0,110 0,072*

3 (>16 y)
1 (≤1y) 0,504 0,178 0,015**

2 (2–15y) 0,251 0,110 0,072*

Note: ***Significant to α=0,01 ** significant to α=0,05 * significant  
to α=0,1
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Table 4. Values from the Bonferroni test for the relationship between 
self-efficacy and years of teaching experience

3.3. SELF-EFFICACY, VET INSTRUCTIONAL LEVEL  

AND YEARS OF EXPERIENCE

It was analysed whether teachers’ years of experience as a func-
tion of VET instructional level influence self-efficacy beliefs (see 
Table 5 for descriptive statistics). Significant differences were 
found in some groups. The results demonstrate that BVET 
teachers who have more than 16 years of teaching experience 
(Group 3, M=7,29) have better self-efficacy beliefs than those 
with 1 or fewer years of experience (Group 1, M=6,66). Regard-
ing IVET teachers, this difference was found among teach-
ers with more than 16 years of experience (Group 3, M=7,29) 
and between 2 and 15 years of teaching experience (Group 2, 
M=7,02).

M SD

BVET

1 (≤1y) 6,66 0,216

2 (2–15y) 7,06 0,095

3 (>16 y) 7,29 0,156

IVET

1 (≤1y) 6,95 0,216

2 (2–15y) 7,02 0,079

3 (>16 y) 7,29 0,096

Table 5. Descriptive statistics for teachers’ years of experience and VET 
instructional level
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Years of  
Experience (I)

Years of  
Experience (J)

Mean  
differences

SE Sig.

BVET

1 (≤1y)
2 (2–15y) -0,403 0,236 0,266

3 (>16 y) -0,635 0,266 0,054*

2 (2–15y)
1 (≤1y) 0,403 0,236 0,266

3 (>16 y) -0,232 0,182 0,614

3 (>16 y)
1 (≤1y) 0,635 0,266 0,054*

2 (2–15y) 0,232 0,182 0,614

IVET

1 (≤1y)
2 (2–15y) -0,105 0,230 1,000

3 (>16 y) -0,374 0,236 0,342

2 (2–15y)
1 (≤1y) 0,105 0,230 1,000

3 (>16 y) -0,269 0,124 0,092*

3 (>16 y)
1 (≤1y) 0,374 0,236 0,342

2 (2–15y) 0,269 0,124 0,092*

Note: ***Significant to α=0,01 ** significant to α=0,05 * significant  
to α=0,1

Table 6. Values from the Bonferroni test for the relationship between 
self-efficacy, years of teacher experience and VET instructional level

4. DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to determine the self-efficacy beliefs of 
VET teachers, as well as the relationship that may exist between 
self-efficacy and certain variables, such as the VET instructional 
level at which they teach and the years of teaching experience. 
The results obtained show that VET teachers have a fairly high 
sense of self-efficacy. It could be argued that these teachers feel 
confident in their classroom management, and, therefore, their 
learning styles may be positively influenced by this. Compar-
atively, previous studies on teachers’ perceived self-efficacy in 
primary and secondary education show very similar values for 
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self-efficacy as in our research (Klassen & Chu, 2010; Wolters 
& Daugherty, 2007).

Concerning the analysis of the differences in self-efficacy 
beliefs depending on the VET instructional, our study has 
shown that there is no difference between BVET and IVET 
levels. This may be because teachers at both levels face the same 
situations in the classroom, regardless of the level of VET edu-
cation. It could also be argued that any differences that might 
have existed have been reduced by the effect of COVID-19, 
equalising the difficulties that teachers face in the classroom, 
conditioning this belief of self-efficacy, as has been shown in a 
study on the impact of the pandemic on teachers’ self-efficacy 
(Pressley & Ha, 2021).

One of the variables for which a positive association has been 
identified is the years of teaching experience. This research shows 
that as the number of years of teaching experience increases, 
self-efficacy beliefs also increase. Previous studies have identified 
similar results (Hoy & Woolfolk, 1993; Tschannen-Moran & 
Hoy, 2007; Wolters & Daugherty, 2007). However, it cannot be 
claimed that this is a common and generalised pattern, as other 
studies point to a nonlinear relationship on this efficacy, but 
rather that there is a decrease in self-efficacy beliefs in the later 
years of a professional teaching career (Covarrubias & Mendo-
za-Lira, 2015; Klassen & Chu, 2010). In any case, these results 
do not confirm the findings of Bandura (1997), who stated that 
teacher self-efficacy remains stable once it has been achieved.

In this sense, neither is it possible to affirm the existence of 
a clear pattern of teaching experience as a function of the VET 
instructional level of teaching. In this study, significant differ-
ences are identified that show higher levels of self-efficacy as a 
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function of years of experience for each VET instructional level, 
but this does not occur uniformly according to the different age 
groups of teaching experience.

5. CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUR-
THER RESEARCH

In a context characterised by low participation in and high drop-
out rates from vocational and educational training, it is import-
ant to explore in-depth the factors that improve the quality 
of the teaching-learning process, increase student motivation 
towards training and, therefore, prevent dropout.

Scientific evidence has shown that the role of teachers is fun-
damental since an educational response adapted to the different 
learning styles of students and the establishment of a positive 
relationship with students leads to greater student confidence 
in their abilities and potential and an increase in their moti-
vation towards learning (Nielsen & Tanggaard, 2015). In addi-
tion, strong self-efficacy beliefs among teachers influences the 
effort they make in organising classes and their ability to teach 
and facilitate learning processes (Tschannen-Moran & John-
son, 2011), increasing both motivation and student achievement 
(Klassen & Chiu, 2011).

The results of the research presented here show that the level 
of self-efficacy of VET teachers, in the specific case of the Bale-
aric Islands, is relatively high and is specifically influenced by the 
number of years of teaching experience. However, this finding 
needs to be analysed in greater depth, identifying those teach-
ing practices and teaching styles associated with a high belief of 
self-efficacy and, on the other hand, establishing the resources 
needed to promote and generalise its application.
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In this sense, developing effective teaching styles and peda-
gogical practices for the prevention of dropout requires teach-
ers’ support from the education administration, for example, by 
providing meaningful teacher training (Woolfolk Hoy & Burke 
Spero, 2005), opportunities for professional development (Fack-
ler & Malmberg, 2016), support for teachers, especially through 
coaching or mentoring (O’Connor & Korr, 1996; Ross & Bruce, 
2007), educational environments that promote teacher well-be-
ing and enhance teachers’ optimal interpersonal relationships 
(Siciliano, 2016); and strategies that have been demonstrated 
to increase teacher self-efficacy.

In accordance with these recommendations, the project 
Teaching Practices & Early Leaving from Vocational Education 
and Training: An Empirical Approach & Intervention (PID2019-
108342RB-I00), whose initial results are presented in this chap-
ter, aims to identify and analyse those educational practices and 
teaching styles that positively influence student achievement, 
with the main objective of transferring and generalising their 
application in VET.

To this end, the project is structured into two phases of 
development. The first phase aims to identify the pedagogi-
cal practices and teaching styles of teachers that are positively 
correlated with student achievement. First, two standardised 
questionnaires were administered to teachers: Teachers’ Sense 
of Efficacy Scale-TSE (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001) and 
the Situations in School Instrument (SIS) to analyse teaching 
styles (Aelterman et al., 2019). Second, on the basis of the results 
obtained, focus groups were held with teachers, students, educa-
tion experts and stakeholders to identify pedagogical practices 
and teaching styles that promote student motivation and, there-
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fore, improve students’ educational achievement. In a second 
phase, the implementation of these successful educational prac-
tices in two schools is planned by monitoring, evaluating and 
collecting evidence of the whole process by conducting focus 
groups with students and interviews with teachers. The ultimate 
aim of this phase is to cocreate a catalogue of successful tools 
and educational practices for their transfer and application in 
continuous teacher training.
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ABSTRACT:

Vocational education and training (VET) have been suffering 
from a shortage of teachers for years (Kalisch & Kaiser, 2019; 
OECD, 2021). Therefore, the question of how the qualification 
of VET teachers and their working conditions, as well as work 
attractiveness, can be improved comes into focus of politics and 
research. To answer this question, 21 teachers were observed and 
interviewed in a structured way based on content-based regular 
scales in vocational schools in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, 
Germany (The research project “Campus BWP MV” was founded 
by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research). The applied 
survey instrument TAG-MA by Rau, Schweden, Hoppe, and 
Hacker (2021) is based on the action regulation theory (Hacker, 
1993; Hacker & Sachse, 2014). Different objective work charac-
teristics, such as sequential task completeness, degrees of free-
dom and the level of cognitive requirements, are assessed by 
trained experts. The objective work analysis aims to the deriva-
tion of design suggestions for working conditions and facilitate 
personal development and provide learning opportunities for 
VET teachers. This paper will report on the procedure, the theo-
retical background and the results of the objective work analysis.

KEYWORDS:

VET teachers, objectively condition-related procedure, work 
analyses, action regulation theory
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1. INTRODUCTION

Vocational education and training (VET) is a major factor influ-
encing the location of the German economy and its supply of 
skilled workers. The predominantly dual system relies on work-
place-centred learning in training companies and vocational 
schools (Brinkmann, Scholz, & Rischke, 2017). In addition to 
the training provider, the quality of VET teaching and the qual-
ity of VET teachers are of great importance for the quality of 
training (Kräenbring, 2011). However, the type of school “Voca-
tional School” and here especially the industrial-technical spe-
cialisations have been suffering from a severe shortage of teach-
ers for years (Brinkmann et al., 2017; Kalisch & Kaiser, 2019; 
OECD, 2021). This is due on the one hand to the age structure, 
especially the increasing retirement age, and on the other hand 
to the decreased interest in this profession and the resulting 
growing problems with young talent, which are reflected in the 
low numbers of students and graduates at universities (Kalisch 
& Kaiser, 2019). Furthermore, there are fluctuations in the pro-
fession of VET teachers in the first professional years. One rea-
son for this fluctuation could be that young professionals do not 
meet their expectations of everyday working life. They may have 
no realistic job preview (Breaugh & Billings, 1988). That goes 
hand in hand with the existing and often discussed gap between 
theory and practice (Wildt, 2005). Although the tasks of VET 
teachers are roughly covered in school laws and other regulatory 
documents, there is little empirical knowledge about their work-
ing reality (Schnarr, 2011). As a result, prospective teachers may 
have misconceptions and are not adequately prepared for the 
challenges of everyday working life. Given these problems, the 
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aim of the joint project “Campus BWP MV” of the University 
of Rostock and the University of Applied Sciences Neubran-
denburg is to improve teacher education in Mecklenburg-West 
Pomerania. Therefore, the actual challenges and required com-
petencies of VET teaching have to be determined and presented 
transparently to facilitate the decision for or against studying 
(this is one of the aims of the sub-project of Campus BWP MV: 
“Individual”).

Based on the educational goals described in the School Act, 
the “Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and 
Cultural Affairs of the countries in the Federal State of Meck-
lenburg-West Pomerania” (KMK, 2004) has defined standards 
for teacher education and formulated a total of eleven compe-
tencies from the educational goals. These goals define require-
ments for teachers. Examples are: Competence 1 “Teachers plan 
lessons in a subject- and subject-related manner and carry them 
out in a subject- and subject-related manner.” Competence 6: 
“Teachers find solutions to difficulties and conflicts in school 
and lessons.” In addition, the competencies are underpinned by 
so-called standards for theoretical and practical training. These 
define learning objectives that teachers should be able to achieve 
in detail (knowledge, skills and practice). However, definitions 
that go beyond knowledge content are missing. A reason for 
this could be the lack of scientifically based work analyses. Their 
results could be used to derive competencies and competence 
profiles for VET teaching in a workplace-analytical-empirical 
way (Nerdinger, Blickle, & Schaper, 2019). 

A fruitful theoretical background for analysing, describing 
and evaluating work content and work context is the action 
regulation theory (Leontjew, 1979; Hacker, 2003). This theory 
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names structural and functional characteristics of the mental 
regulation of actions that determine the preparation and exe-
cution of work tasks (Hacker & Sachse, 2014). According to 
the action regulation theory action is oriented towards a men-
tally anticipated result and deliberately regulated towards this 
goal. Therefore, the starting point of any action is the action 
goal. That means for work tasks the goals and sub-goals are to 
be derived from the work order. In other words: work orders are 
the starting point of work activities and therefore the basis of 
action regulation. The orientation of activity towards a goal con-
trols both the preparation of an action as well as their execution. 
From the analysis of the work order and the actual work tasks 
on the one hand and of the work characteristics and conditions 
of execution on the other hand detailed statements about work 
design (content and context) and the resulting requirements for 
job incumbents can be extracted. 

Based on action regulation theory the following question 
should be clarified by objective work analysis:

- What are the characteristics of the work content and the work 
context of vocational school teaching?

2. METHOD

2.1 SAMPLE

In total, objective work analyses were carried out for the activ-
ities of 21 VET teachers whereby participation was voluntary. 
The participants were distributed between the “Vocational 
School of the Hanseatic City of Rostock - Technology” (n = 
9 [42.9%]) and the “Regional Vocational Training Centre of 
the Rostock District” (n = 12 [57.1%]). This means that both 
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a vocational school in a city and one in a rural area of the state 
of Mecklenburg-West Pomerania were included. The teachers 
were on average 49 years old (SD = 10.44; Min = 32; Max = 
65). The gender distribution in this sample was heterogeneous 
(9 women [42.9%]; 12 men [57.1%]). On average, VET teachers 
had worked in their profession for 16 years (SD = 12.7) and had 
been employed at their current school for a mean of 15 years 
(SD = 12.6), of which a mean of 12 years (SD = 11.2) in their 
current position.

Most of the teachers taught in the fields of metal, ship and 
motor vehicle technology (n = 8 [38.1%]). Of the VET teachers, 
n = 5 [23.8%] taught in the subject areas of information technol-
ogy and electrical engineering, agricultural economics (n = 4 
[19%]), health and social work (n = 3 [14.3%]) and in the voca-
tional training year (BVJ) (n = 1 [4.8%]). Eight teachers worked 
in a second field or held a management position. 

2.2 MEASURING INSTRUMENTS

Work analysis should be based on objective environmental vari-
ables (work characteristics, division of labour between people, 
division of tasks between people and technology including dig-
italisation) measured with sources outside the job incumbent. 
Two different approaches are suitable for such work analyses 
(Spector, 1992), first the direct observation of working condi-
tions, i.e. the work content and the work context including the 
observation of unanticipated events and unreported actions and 
second, the expert interviews on working conditions and suc-
cess-critical behaviour (Oser, Curcio, & Düggeli, 2007). The 
main advantages of direct observations are that the resulting 
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data show a particular high ecological validity, everyday rele-
vance and practical relevance (Fahrenberg, Myrtek, Pawlik, & 
Perrez, 2007). The prerequisite is that observation categories 
and, if possible, their anchoring in terms of content are defined 
in advance and the observers are trained accordingly (Voskuijl 
& van Sliedregt, 2002). Using both approaches in form of obser-
vational interviews, the workplaces of 21 participants were ana-
lysed with the objective-condition-related “Tool for Task Anal-
yses and Job Design in Jobs with Mental Work Requirement” 
(Verfahren zur Tätigkeitsanalyse und -gestaltung bei mentalen 
Arbeitsanforderungen, TAG-MA) by Rau et al. (2021). 

The instrument is based on action regulation theory and con-
sidered the work content including the required regulating men-
tal processes and their structure as well as job context. It mea-
sures and specifies workloads independently of the experience 
and perception of the job incumbents (i.e. working method). In 
addition to the analysis of the work, the instrument allows the 
assessment of the job design in the entire range from work that 
is conducive to health and learning of job incumbents to poten-
tially health impairing work design. For the latter, the TAG-MA 
instrument provides norm-oriented critical values. The basic 
instrument consists of 35 ordinal scales, in each of which indi-
vidual levels are described (anchored) in terms of content. The 
lowest level of a scale means the worst design of work charac-
teristic tested with the scale. The highest level means the best 
design of this work characteristic.

Scales of TAG-MA are organized in three areas: 
Part A: work content and required cognitive performance
Part O: organisation and responsibility 
Part L: extrinsic learning requirements and work intrinsic 

learning opportunities (for job incumbents).
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Furthermore, two add-on modules of TAG-MA for ana-
lysing dialogue-interactive tasks (DIA scales) as well as work 
intensity (Z-AI-scales) were used. According to the Z-AI-scales, 
work intensity is described as a function of the required amount 
of work per available working time and the complexity of the 
requirement or the cognitive regulation level (Rau & Göllner, 
2018). High work intensity always occurs when the conditions 
mentioned are incompatible (e.g. too little time for the quan-
tity/performance to be achieved and/or too high level of regu-
lation required in the performance of the task considering the 
available time and required performance). 

2.3 PROCEDURE AND EVALUATION

As part of the work analysis with the TAG-MA procedure, the 
first step is to analyse documents for information on the organi-
sation including the structure and formal regulations, the posts, 
the work order and their conditions of execution. Specifically, 
the school law of the state of Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, cur-
ricula, timetables, organisational descriptions of the individual 
schools as well as employment contracts were analysed. In addi-
tion, managers were interviewed about the organisation and 
processes within their schools. Afterwards, the analysis of the 
workplaces of each VET teacher took place. Since the analysis 
aimed at work characteristics and conditions of execution the 
teacher wasn’t the research object, but the workplace and the cir-
cumstances like tasks, pauses, class size, and cooperation needs. 
For this purpose, 23 observation interviews were conducted at 
21 workplaces, each over a typical school working day (around 
8 hours) respectively in two cases, over two days, using the 
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TAG-MA instrument (including the above-mentioned addi-
tional modules for dialogue-interactive work and work inten-
sity). Observation on two working days was always necessary if 
not all sub-tasks took place on one observation day.  

In detail, seven job analysts rated the TAG-MA scales based on 
the observation of teachers during their work and their answers 
to questions regarding tasks and circumstances that weren’t 
observable, e.g. “Apart from teaching and preparing, what are 
your usual work tasks?” All job analysts had professional experi-
ence in conducting such analyses. Before starting the job analyses 
in vocational schools, they were additionally trained in using the 
TAG-MA. To check the observational agreement, 10 of the 23 
observation interviews were conducted by two observers at the 
same time, but independently of each other. The average agree-
ment of the assessors was κ = .53, p = .00 (Min = .42; Max = .66; 
Cohen’s Kappa κ can assume values between -1 and 1) according 
to Wirtz and Caspar (2002), the agreement values achieved can 
be rated as moderate to considerable.

The information in the survey forms was evaluated separately 
for the single sub-tasks (e.g. teaching) according to the rules 
specified in the classification forms of the TAG-MA and, con-
sidering the time proportion of the single sub-tasks, calculated 
into a scale value for the overall activity. The results were 21 work 
profiles and describable work characteristics. The assessment of 
the extent to which the work characteristics have the potential 
for health and promoting the learning of job incumbents or for 
risk of health impairment was carried out using the minimum 
profile shown in the TAG-MA. The minimum profile is based on 
inter- and nationally applicable standards, such as DIN EN ISO 
6385 (2016), DIN EN ISO 10075-1 (2018), the Working Hours 
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Act (ArbZG, 1994) and the requirements of the “Joint German 
Occupational Health and Safety Strategy” (GDA, 2018).

3. RESULTS

3.1 DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS

The work of VET teachers consists of several sub-tasks (see 
Table 1), with the sub-task “teaching” taking up the largest share 
of time and the sub-task “preparation and follow-up of lessons” 
the second largest. 

Table 1: Overview of the time shares of the sub-tasks in relation to the 
total activity (n = 21).

Sub-task N Share of time in  
the total  activity in %.

% Min % Max %

Teaching 21 54.0 30.0 80.0

Preparation and follow-up 19 33.3 10.0 55.0

Audit Committee 8 13.9 2.0 35.0

Additional orders 8 12.0 5.0 25.0

Management activities 3 28.0 9.0 40.0

Problems of pupils 3 13.2 7.0 20.0

The evaluation of the job descriptions and dialogue-interactive 
scales showed that in the classroom, tasks have to be delegated 
(52.6%) and coordinated (60%), pupils have to be motivated 
(50%) and supported in their further development (80%). In 
addition, most teachers have the task of dealing with pupils from 
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different socio-cultural backgrounds (including migrant back-
grounds, 70%), the task of multitasking (70%) and giving feed-
back (75%). Conducting feedback talks, and organising proj-
ects and events are common tasks of VET teachers in the field 
of health and social work. In 26.3% of the cases, the observers 
reported that teachers had to give tasks to students that were 
relevant for exams but not for the profession.

In addition, conflict discussions, such as disagreements or 
provocations, were recorded in 31.6 per cent of the analyses. All 
VET teachers have to pass on information, advise pupils and 
explain content during their teaching activities. The class size 
varies from one pupil (very rarely) to 32 pupils. 

During preparation and follow-up, teachers design new 
assignments, plan lesson content, prepare and grade exams, 
check required materials, copy worksheets and prepare rooms 
and/or labs for lessons. In addition, class and course books are 
kept and verbal agreements are made with colleagues. 

Teachers who are active in the examination board design 
examination questions in cooperation with other training pro-
viders (IHK, Chamber of Crafts, etc.) and examine the train-
ees in practice. Additional tasks such as working in the digi-
talisation advisory board or specialist conferences require close 
cooperation with other colleagues, intensive consultation and 
the development of solutions for various problems. 

VET teachers with a management function, e.g. deputy head 
of school or head of department, have to carry out various coor-
dinative and administrative tasks in addition to their teaching 
duties. These include budget planning, in-service training plan-
ning, drawing up timetables and substitution plans, and contact 
with training companies.
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In addition to their teaching duties, some teachers are explic-
itly responsible for dealing with individual problems of pupils. 
This applies especially to teachers in vocational training year 
(BVJ) and school pastoral care.

3.2 RESULTS OF THE WORK ANALYSIS

The results of the work analysis are shown in figures 1 and 2 for 
the total activity of the VET teachers studied. The scales desig-
nate single work characteristics or the combination of several 
characteristics that make up a work characteristic, so-called sup 
scales. The scale values consider the percentage of time spent on 
the sub-tasks, such as teaching and preparation and follow-up. 
In the two figures, the minimum profile given by the TAG-MA 
is shown as a zero line. All work characteristics that: a) lie on 
and above the minimum profile (value at zero) in the area with a 
white background correspond to the norms, standards as well as 
legal provisions for occupational safety and health-compatible 
work design. However, they may still have design potential, i.e. 
further opportunities for improvement, especially if the ratings 
are at or only slightly above the minimum profile. In addition, 
scale values significantly above the minimum profile indicate 
that the work characteristics in question are potentially con-
ducive to health and, in the case of certain scale combinations, 
also conducive to learning of job incumbents. The description 
of these work characteristics can be found in section 3.2.1. b) All 
scale values below the minimum profile (less than zero) in the 
grey-shaded area potentially indicate a risk of health impairment 
(strain). These work characteristics are presented and explained 
in section 3.2.2.



Figure 1. Representation of the work profile across all observed teachers 
by means of transformed scale values with a minimum profile on the 
zero line.

Legend: Deviation below minimum profile (i.e. there is a risk for 
impairments and thus a need for design) 

Deviation above minimum profile (impairment-free 
work possible; learning and health-promoting, if appli-
cable) A_V-S, A_D-S, O_K-S, ZM-IL = sup scales.
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Figure 2. Results of the additional module on work intensity (Z-AI) across 
all work observations (transformed scale values, minimum profile on the 
zero line).

Legend: Deviation below minimum profile (i.e. there is a risk  
for impairments and thus a need for design) 

Deviation above minimum profile (impairment-free 
work possible; learning and health-promoting,  
if applicable). 

3.2.1 Scales at or above the minimum profile  

(design potential, if applicable)

1. Sequential task completeness. The results of the work analysis 
show that the work order of VET teachers consists of prepa-
ratory, organising, executing and controlling sub-activities 
and is therefore sequentially complete. 

2. Skill Variety. Teachers have different teaching fields depend-
ing on the aimed qualification of pupils (e.g. pre-voca-
tional classes, skilled worker classes, technical baccalaureate 
classes). Skill variation differs depending on these teaching 
fields. Thus, the work order of teachers in vocational prepa-
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ration (BVJ) requires more often repetitive and less diverse 
work than the work orders of the other teaching fields. In 
addition, teachers who have to take on additional offices and 
assignments (e.g. digitisation advisory board) were found 
more often in demand of problem-solving thinking as well 
as higher quality opportunities to cooperate with others.

3. Content-related degrees of freedom and Decision making. The 
degree of freedom in terms of the content of the activity and 
decision-making possibilities vary depending on the thematic 
and creative specifications from the framework curriculum, 
examination content and training requirements in combi-
nation with the specifications in subject conferences and 
examination boards. On the one hand, there is the VET 
teachers’ freedom to develop strategies for processing the 
work tasks (including set order of tasks, choosing means and 
ways of executing work order and defining results of the own 
work). On the other hand, it is VET teachers’ common prac-
tice to orient themselves to the specifications of the intended 
examination and merely to use degrees of freedom in design-
ing the sequence of processing steps. 

4. Temporal degrees of freedom. The workplaces examined are 
characterized by teaching units of different lengths (45 
and 90 minutes). Results show that a teaching time of 45 
minutes means a limitation in the VET teachers’ tempo-
ral degrees of freedom in comparison to a teaching time of 
90 minutes. The limitation imposed by the 45-minute time 
constraint also leads to a reduction in the degrees of free-
dom in terms of content. Thus, the latitude for using dif-
ferent teaching methods is significantly higher within 90 
minutes than within 45 minutes. Overall, however, only the 
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classification of the degrees of freedom in terms of time for 
45-minute lessons falls slightly below the minimum profile, 
not the classification of the degrees of freedom in terms of 
content, which is above the minimum profile (not shown 
in figure 2). Overall, the 90-minute form of instruction pre-
dominated in the organization of schools we studied. The 
preparation and follow-up time can also be divided up by 
the VET teachers themselves over several days to the greatest 
possible extent.

5. Time constraint by technology, colleagues and work objects. 
No restriction by technology or availability of colleagues 
for the work of teachers could be found. The organization 
of schools we studied have adequate timetabling that takes 
this availability into account. There is a sufficient choice 
between different times or time windows for the perfor-
mance of activities.

6. Time constraint by pupils and Reaction requirements to pupils. 
During the sub-task of teaching, it is usually necessary to 
react immediately to pupils’ concerns. However, if there 
are more pupil response requirements than can be dealt with 
within working hours, there is no order that they have to be 
responded to. In other words: The observed VET teachers 
do not have to be available for pupils’ requests outside of 
working hours (e.g. by phone or email).  

7. Accessibility. VET teachers do not have to be available for 
work requirements outside their working hours. The shift-
ing of preparatory and follow-up activities into the evening 
hours is a free decision. It partly reflects the degree of tem-
poral freedom of this sub-task of the activity.

8. Overtime. The observed VET teachers work on average up to 
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three hours more per week than provided in their contract. 
Since this overtime is compensated financially or by time off, 
it can be assumed that overtime is well managed. 

9. Cognitive requirements. The sequential task completeness 
and the variety of activities lead to a high cognitive demand 
level, which requires both rule-based judgements and prob-
lem-solving thinking as well as judgements of complex states 
and situations.

10. Required information about results. For their work, teach-
ers mainly need information from their immediate teaching 
activities, but also information about the results of previous 
work steps and information about subsequent work steps. 
In addition, some teachers can work independently of other 
colleagues (e.g. general education subjects) and others are 
dependent on cooperative exchange and information from 
colleagues (e.g. cooperative learning field teaching).

11. Required professional qualifications, Unlearning and Perma-
nent learning requirements. The learning scales show that 
teaching work is associated with a high extrinsic learning 
requirement (i.e. the need for further training).

12. Predictability. For planning one’s activities as well as antic-
ipating necessary efforts, the possibility of predictability of 
work actions is necessary. In the work of VET teachers, the 
occurrence of action requirements is predictable and, in 
many cases, the extent of the required activities can also be 
estimated. 

13. Emotional work demands and Dealing with emotional work 
demands. These scales describe the performance conditions 
for coping with emotional demands. There are no fixed 
rules for VET teachers on what behaviour to show or dis-
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play. Teachers have the possibility to discuss emotional stress 
with colleagues, hand over challenging tasks to experts (e.g. 
from school social work) and apply or learn coping strate-
gies.

14. Content of responsibility and Responsibility for results. Teach-
ing in VET requires individual responsibility for meeting 
deadlines, the quality of work and the safety and health of 
students. The latter is particularly relevant for work in var-
ious laboratories, some of which have extensive health and 
safety requirements. In addition, there is a fundamental 
responsibility for one’s work results. 

15. Organisational functions. All teachers also have to take on 
organisational tasks, like the planning and executing of 
school-related tasks and the coordination of the different 
actors for that (e.g. participation in advisory boards, special-
ist conferences, and projects). However, these tasks do not 
constitute leadership functions. 

16. Communication content. Regarding content, communica-
tion  between teachers is primarily characterised by pass-
ing on information and the coordination of organisational 
matters. For instance, VET teachers pass on class books and 
exchange rooms or labs but usually do not communicate 
how to teach certain content.  

3.2.2 Scales below the minimum profile (in need of design)

1. Work intrinsic learning opportunities and Quality of feedback. 
It is striking that although there is a high extrinsic learning 
requirement, there is only a relatively low intrinsic learning 
potential in the VET teachers’ activity. On the one hand, in 



145

addition to a university degree (the contents of which are 
also used in the job), independent further education is nec-
essary due to the constantly changing work environment, 
new equipment, technologies, digitalisation, etc. (extrinsic 
learning requirements). On the other hand, there is hardly 
any intrinsic learning potential, i.e. the possibility to learn 
by doing is largely missing. For such an intrinsic form of 
learning, an activity must have latitude for action and deci-
sion-making concerning the way of working (cf. scales: 
Degrees of freedom with regard to content, time, and deci-
sions), provide feedback on the course and success of these 
ways of working (cf. scales for feedback) as well as locate the 
individual responsibility within the person acting and thus 
allow the attribution to one’s own doing (cf. scale: Content of 
responsibility). This intrinsic learning potential is not given 
in the VET teachers’ activity, because feedback, which is 
important for intrinsic learning, is poorly designed. Teach-
ers can use different sources of feedback (behaviour or state-
ments of pupils, results of performance assessments), but the 
quality, i.e. detail and/or time availability, of this feedback is 
strongly limited.

2. Work peaks. Teachers’ working hours increase beyond the 
regular working hours due to work peaks during examina-
tion periods that occur several times a year. On the positive 
side, however, the working time even in times of work peaks 
is usually still below 12 hours a day and below a weekly work-
ing time of 48 hours and therefore complies with the rules 
of the Working Hours Act (ArbZG, 1994). 

3. Possibilities to hand over tasks to others, to take over tasks from 
others and Forms of cooperation. The combination of these 
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three scale values shows that teachers carry out a large part 
of their work in relative isolation. Only in a few, selected 
weeks of the year do VET teachers have to coordinate the 
time and plan quantity distributions and contents within 
the framework of self-organised group work. 

4. Work breaks and Overtime. The lack of possibility to hand 
over work to others, especially when colleagues are absent, in 
combination with the half-yearly work peaks during exam 
times or project work, promotes temporary phases of work 
intensification. In these phases, not only does overtime accu-
mulate, but also breaks are cancelled. The classification of 
the scale work breaks under minimum profile is due to addi-
tional administrative work and the exchange of information 
between colleagues during breaks. As a result, VET teachers 
can take the legally required break, but this is often short-
ened by the organisational exchange of information and 
is then less than the 30 minutes required by the Working 
Hours Act (ArbZG, 1994: after six hours of work there must 
be a 30-minute recovery break).

5. Freedom of contradictions. In some cases, the work of VET 
teachers is characterised by contradictions between the given 
time for completing an assignment and the required quan-
tity or quality of the result. In addition, the parallel orien-
tation of the teaching content upon the curriculum and the 
examination requirements, which sometimes contradict one 
another, can lead to recurring conflicts between the objec-
tives of the task. These conflicts in content often cannot be 
compensated for in the available teaching time. 

6. Disturbances and external interruptions. Another loss of 
time is caused by disturbances and interruptions. This loss 
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depends on the potential for disruption, which can range 
from a simple interruption to the necessity of a change of 
activity, to the loss of the previous work result. With the 
extent of the potential for disruption, the additional cog-
nitive effort (e.g. familiarisation with new tasks) increases, 
which in turn requires additional time, as well as the teach-
er’s attention commitment. 

7. Project work. The work of VET teachers also includes the 
implementation of various projects. Although teachers 
are given time to complete projects (as lowering of lesson 
hours), this extra time is often much less than would be nec-
essary for project work.

8. Multitasking requirements. A very essential requirement for 
teaching is multitasking. This is especially required during 
teaching. This includes several sub-activities to be worked 
on in parallel, most of which have to be done at the same 
time (e.g. answering students’ questions and at the same 
time creating a blackboard picture and/or creating a learn-
ing climate). This requirement means a very fast and fre-
quent switching between the single tasks in class. During 
preparation and follow-up, however, it is possible to switch 
between the tasks with enough room for manoeuvre. 

4. DISCUSSION

This article was intended to clarify how the work of VET teach-
ers is designed and what improvements in working conditions 
and VET teacher qualification are possible. The focus of the 
study was an objective condition-related work analysis of the 
jobs of VET teachers. 
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Considering all job characteristics and their interdependen-
cies, the job as a VET teacher corresponds to a “health-promot-
ing” profession according to existing standards and laws (e.g. 
ArbZG, 1994). According to the results of TAG-MA assess-
ment, many work characteristics are rated above the prescribed 
minimum level indicating that the job has many degrees of 
freedom, and few structural restrictions but also potential to 
become even more conducive for job incumbents. It is shown 
that the learning opportunities given by the jobs of VET teach-
ers are primarily due to extrinsic learning requirements, i.e. the 
need for further training. However, there are some work char-
acteristics which have the potential for stress and impairment of 
the quality of lessons. This is discussed in the following.

- In the synopsis of the scales of “Disturbances/interruptions”, 
“Work peaks”, “Work breaks”, “Multitasking requirements” 
and “Possibilities to hand over and take over tasks”, all graded 
under the minimum profile, there is a risk of too high work 
intensity, at least in phases. In connection with the high influ-
enceability of one’s activity and the possibility of adapting 
one’s way of working, however, stress-associated impairments 
are generally not to be expected. A decisive exception is the 
time of work peaks, especially during examination periods. 
These phases of work intensification go hand in hand with 
long working hours and the non-observance of rest periods 
and reduce the opportunities for recovery between work 
shifts. As a result, performance prerequisites can be impaired 
(Rau, 2017).

- The lack of the opportunity to work with others is in con-
trast to the required learn-field orientation of teaching by 



149

KMK (2004). One reason is seen in the prevailing individ-
ual (non-cooperative) way of teaching in vocational schools 
as well as the preparation and follow-up of lessons at home 
(Kremer, 2003). This goes hand in hand with findings by Eder 
and Koschmann (2011), who blame this circumstance on the 
lack of practical experience of VET teachers and the lack of 
organisational framework conditions. In both vocational 
schools tested, it was up to the individual teacher to coor-
dinate with others in the preparation and execution of the 
lessons. For such cooperation, the availability of the teachers 
would have to be specified. These could be set times in the 
afternoon or during school holidays. However, the latter is 
usually considered by teachers as their vacation time (in total 
12 weeks per year). A rule is missing due to ministerial spec-
ifications. Furthermore, it was found, neither teacher team-
work nor close cooperation with the training companies is 
an integral part of the work activity of VET teachers. The 
described lack of cooperation respectively opportunities for 
cooperation means both, a potential restriction on teaching 
quality as well as an individual danger by social isolation (cf. 
DIN EN ISO 6385, 2016).  

- Work analysis yielded contradictions between the curricula 
concretised within the school and the examinations drawn 
up supra-regional with professional associations (including 
the Chamber of Industry and Commerce IHK, Chamber of 
Crafts) and training companies pose problems for the work of 
teachers in the vocational school. In contrast to the learning 
field orientation of the curricula, which are aligned towards 
holism, process orientation and procedural knowledge, in the 
examination mostly declarative knowledge questions with a 
high level of detail are asked (Berben, 2014). 
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Overall, the results of the study allow a precise description of 
the job of vocational teachers including the work content and 
the work context (organization, required technique, and typical 
work processes). Shown is the diversity of challenges, but also 
existing contradictions and a need for design concerning some 
work characteristics of VET teaching. Adjustments in teach-
ing qualification and changes in work organization and work 
design of VET jobs can be derived. Based on the results novices 
in teaching as well as professionally experienced teachers and 
those who are responsible for teacher training get a compre-
hensive idea of the job demands. The detailed and specific work 
analysis results can be used to derive typical competencies for 
the respective school discipline. However, there are also general 
skill requirements that can be derived from the results. Thus, 
teachers need to be able to multitask and should have diverse 
communication, social and organisational skills as well as cog-
nitive and work intensity associated skills.

4.3 IMPLICATIONS ABOUT WORK DESIGN

The excessive work intensity during the occurring work peaks 
can be understood as a condition-related and designable work 
characteristic (DIN EN ISO 6385, 2016). In principle, the exten-
sion of working hours must not violate the regulations of the 
Working Hours Act (ArbZG, 1994). Shaping the intensity of 
work can be done directly via the amount of work, for exam-
ple by reducing teaching hours, and/or by increasing personnel 
resources.

An improvement of the forms of cooperation and the pos-
sibilities of cooperation requires the creation of organisational 
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framework conditions for the systematic cooperation of teach-
ers. This includes institutional-legal anchoring (Eder & Kos-
chmann, 2011), the establishment of cooperation time win-
dows and ensuring qualified colleagues on site. Prospective VET 
teachers should also regularly deal with cooperative learning 
field-oriented teaching, e.g. through the cooperative develop-
ment of learning fields within the framework of practical exer-
cises. It should be noted that the heterogeneous structure of the 
teacher training programme and the complex study structure 
make subject-didactic cooperation difficult (Frommberger & 
Lange, 2018).

The quality of feedback is a working characteristic that must 
be designed concerning the promotion of learning by doing 
(intrinsic learning potential) as well as the reduction of sources 
of uncertainty. To make the existing sources of feedback usable 
for teachers in the long term, organisational framework condi-
tions should also be created here, such as the establishment of 
regular supervision by superiors and colleagues. The already sug-
gested cooperative development and planning of learning field 
lessons can also be used, which always includes a reflection on 
one’s own learning goals and procedures for achieving goals and 
can thus be questioned during the joint work or requires feed-
back. Systematic feedback from pupils can increase the quality 
of feedback. It is important that teachers are not given the addi-
tional task of collecting the relevant information, but that this 
is provided by the school organisation. 

Intrinsic learning opportunities (for the teachers) can be 
increased among teachers not only by improving feedback but 
also by more degrees of temporal freedom. Thus, 90-minute 
teaching units should be the norm. The increased duration of 
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school hours rises the degrees of freedom in terms of content 
and thereby opens more didactic variety for teaching. This is also 
in line with the observed didactic diversity in 90 minutes lessons 
versus 45 minutes lessons and with current research (Wacker-
man & Hater, 2016). 

4.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR THE STUDY OF VOCATIONAL 

SCHOOL PEDAGOGY 

To show a realistic picture of the job and thus facilitate the deci-
sion for or against studying, the results of the objective work 
analysis are prepared and made transparently accessible to 
potential study applicants. That way, results facilitate a realistic 
job preview (RJP) that has five key attributes: accuracy, speci-
ficity, breadth, credibility, and importance (Breaugh & Billings, 
1988). Furthermore, the suggestions made about work design 
for cooperative work in the development of learning fields, the 
preference for 90-minute teaching units and dealing with work 
peaks and multitasking requirements should be part of the VET 
teacher training. To clarify the question of which competencies 
go hand in hand with the requirements, the work analysis can 
be used to derive a qualification or rather competence profile 
for VET teachers.

4.5 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

TAG-MA instrument focuses on only one interaction partner 
and can only superficially assess dialogue-interactive parts of 
the teaching activity. To compensate for this deficit additional 
scales were developed and used. However, these only allow gen-
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eral assessment of dialogue-interactive work but not statements 
about the special demands of interaction in vocational teaching. 
Future work should comprehensively investigate the specifics of 
teacher-student interaction and consider the requirements of 
co-producing actors (Antera, 2021; Hacker, 2009).

Since the method of work analysis by using TAG-MA is very 
time and resource consuming only 21 workplaces of teachers in 
only two schools could be investigated. This might reduce the 
representativeness of results. However, a wide range of teacher- 
work places could be tested since, in VET schools of the current 
study pre-vocational classes, skilled worker classes and technical 
baccalaureate classes were educated. 

The generalisation of the results in terms of other VET schools 
and other school forms is given, if the working en  vironment, as 
well as the work order, is the same. If there are any non-trivial 
differences, the results and design proposals can differ. In par-
ticular, there are differences between VET schools and gener-
ally schools in that, VET pupils are nearly adults respectively 
are adult students. Therefore, interaction with parents is hardly 
necessary for VET teachers. Furthermore, VET teachers have 
more opportunities to react to discipline violations than other 
teachers. They could order pupils in their training company and 
they can exclude students from classes or ex-matriculate as there 
is no compulsory schooling.

5 CONCLUSION

This study pursues a very action-theoretical and thus work con-
dition-related research approach. The challenges of teaching in 
vocational training are derived from the observable and asked 
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working conditions in the workplace. The performance of the 
individual teacher was not the focus and was even explicitly 
neglected. What initially appears to be a detour, since job hold-
ers could also be asked directly about their challenges, enables 
the comprehensive, detailed and not subjectively biased analy-
sis of their work. These work characteristics were subsequently 
discussed with participating and non-participating teachers. For 
further use (e.g. development of VET teaching competence pro-
file) the results have to be validated by relevant job incumbents.
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ABSTRACT: 

Augmented reality (AR) offers innovative options to design 
work-based learning environments in TVET. AR-Learning 
media enable to visualise e.g., error consequences to learn from 
them. Despite theoretical discussions, there is a gap in empirical 
investigations on the learning effects of work actions in TVET.
This contribution describes the concept development of a field 
study with a mixed-method approach for evaluating the learning 
effects of AR-visualised error consequences triggered by work 
action. The underlying work actions situate in an equipment 
process of a CNC lathe. The learning objective is to produce 
a shaft corresponding to guiding ideas. It is being investigated 
if apprentices who learn with the visualisation of error conse-
quences explain the connection between the action step they 
made and the experiences they made better than apprentices in 
a classical learning setting. Therefore, hypothesises were devel-
oped and discussed to assess this relationship.

KEYWORDS:

Vocational education and training, work-based learning, learn-
ing from errors, learning effect, augmented reality
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of technical vocational education and training (TVET) 
is to promote competence in work actions. As a normative state-
ment, real work tasks offer good learning opportunities and 
provide a basis for designing learning situations (cf. Fischer & 
Bauer, 2007). Vocational activities are understood to be holistic 
and multidimensional occupational actions that solve problems 
toward a work outcome (Rauner, 2013).

In TVET, the promotion of competence to act is structured 
as a learning and work task. To this end, vocational training is 
characterised by work-based and workplace learning (European 
Training Foundation [ETF], 2013). Thus, apprentices can gather 
work experience on their own and use this as a learning occasion 
together with the training personnel. This is because experiential 
knowledge cannot be derived from knowledge, but requires an 
independent acquisition (cf. Fischer & Boreham, 2008; Polanyi 
& Sen, 2009). Reflection dialogues between apprentice and 
training personnel are suitable for developing the connection 
between the experiences gained and the knowledge (Bauer 
& Mulder, 2007; Cattaneo & Boldrini, 2017; Frese & Keith, 
2015).Therefore, these discussions with the training personnel 
are an important piece in the learning puzzle in TVET practice. 
Training personnel ensure linking experiences to knowledge by 
mediating the reflection and fostering it with individual learn-
ing tasks afterwards.

In contrast to the opportunities that work-based forms of 
learning offer, they can also contain risks. Incorrect actions can 
have serious negative consequences. Negative consequences can 
be damage to machines, which can halt production and thus 



161

have ecological consequences, but also involve the occupational 
safety and health perspective referring, for instance, to severe 
injuries. Therefore, apprentices must always be observed and 
checked by training personnel when learning on real machines. 
Trainers observe the apprentices’ actions and intervene before 
errors lead to negative consequences. Thus, training person-
nel explain why they intervene, which error was committed 
and what the consequence would have been. In this way, the 
apprentices are supposed to learn from the errors induced by 
their actions and their consequences. However, they receive this 
information from trainers through verbal explanations. 

With technological developments such as augmented reality 
(AR), learning and work processes can be extended to include 
a virtual dimension for support (Azuma, 1997). By making 
learning content available, AR can realise new possibilities of 
learning in action. For TVET, this offers an opportunity to 
develop didactic concepts for learning situations, such as in 
apprenticeship of the dual education system in Germany. Sim-
ulations can illustrate complex procedures and interrelation-
ships in the work process during work-based learning (Howe 
& Knutzen, 2013). A comparable technical learning system can 
help prevent negative consequences in reality and simultane-
ously present them in AR with visualisations of simulations of 
the consequences of errors to learn from them. Apprentices can 
use it to independently understand what effects their actions 
have on a system and how it reacts to their actions to reach the 
desired state. Furthermore, by allowing apprentices to interact 
and experiment with activities they would not typically be able 
to accomplish in real life, the usage of such a learning medium 
might enhance motivation.
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This paper presents a study concept that investigates the learn-
ing effect of an AR-learning system. A use case of the AR-learning 
system involves setting up a real CNC lathe to produce a shaft. If 
the apprentice makes a major error during equipment and setup, 
the lathe stops at the relevant action step where the problem 
occurs, and the error is shown via AR. The use case of the learn-
ing system is presented and the learning effects are defined based 
on the developed learning and work task. Then an investigation is 
presented of how a study can be conducted to explore the learning 
effects of the described AR-learning situation. 

THE FEDINAR LEARNING SYSTEM

With the FeDiNAR learning system (Didactical Use of Errors 
with the Help of Augmented Reality), a medium was developed 
that enables learning based on action errors in TVET. Together 
with the advantages of AR to expand the real world with suit-
able information, this learning medium was designed, which 
simulates critical errors and can visually represent their conse-
quences in AR. For this purpose, a learning and work task was 
developed for the use case of setting up a CNC lathe for the 
production of a shaft.

LEARNING MEDIA

Currently, in TVET, it is rarely possible for apprentices to make 
errors in real work processes. At the same time, extensive empir-
ical studies show that learning from mistakes can create added 
value (Bauer & Harteis, 2012a; Cattaneo & Boldrini, 2017). In 
the project FeDiNAR, a digital medium was developed as an 
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educational medium for vocational training. The aim was to 
invent a medium that would have added educational value for 
vocational and educational practice. In this medium, the reality 
is expanded by means of AR to learn from errors. In addition to 
assistance or information overlays, this also enables the use of 
simulations, which can overlay action sequences in the virtual 
layer without negative effects on reality (Goppold et al., 2019). 
The developed AR-learning system thereby contradicts the assis-
tance paradigm by using AR not to guide a “correct” action, but 
to enable learning from errors (Atanasyan et al., 2020). For this 
purpose, AR technology makes it possible to perform com-
prehensive learning and work tasks on machines without the 
apprentices being aware that they are working on such a learning 
system, except for showing additional visualisations. Sensors and 
interfaces can detect errors by a digital twin of vocational actions, 
error consequences can be simulated, visualised, and compre-
hended depending on the course of action (Kobelt et al., 2020).

If the apprentices make a mistake, the real action is inter-
rupted by stopping the machine and the simulated error con-
sequences are visualised. Thus, the apprentices are confronted 
with a learning and work task on a machine. They complete 
this task on the actual machine and use various tools to per-
form. This makes it possible for apprentices to make errors and 
experience negative consequences concerning safety, economic 
efficiency, or environmental protection without harm.

 
SELECTION OF THE CNC LATHE USE CASE

One use case of the AR-learning system is setting up a CNC 
lathe to produce a shaft. This process was chosen because of its 
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importance for TVET in the field of machining in Germany, 
especially for the vocations of precision machinist and milling 
machine operator. The curriculum of the training occupations is 
divided into learning fields in the framework curricula. For the 
application case, learning field 6 “Programming and manufac-
turing on numerically controlled machine tools” of the training 
occupation precision machinist is chosen (Kultusministerkon-
ferenz, Rahmenlehrplan für den Ausbildungsberuf Feinwerk-
mechaniker/ Feinwerkmechanikerin, 2010). Apprentices com-
plete this learning field in their second year of training. For 
the occupation of a milling machine operator, learning field 8 
“Preparation and production of an individual production order” 
can be selected (Kultusministerkonferenz, Rahmenlehrplan für 
den Ausbildungsberuf Zerspanungsmechaniker/ Zerspanung-
smechanikerin, 2018). This is a learning field that apprentices 
complete in the second year of apprenticeship.

It can be deduced from the classification of the activity in the 
aforementioned regulatory means that the subject matter of the 
application case thematically is suitable for the competencies 
promoted in the vocational school and the company.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES OF THE USE CASE

A guiding idea provides a central focus for learning and work 
tasks and prioritises the learning objectives. The framework cur-
ricula for the training occupations precision machinist (KMK, 
2010) and the milling machine operator (KMK, 2018), as well 
as the training regulations for the vocational training of metal 
occupations (Bundesgesetzblatt Jahrgang 2018 Teil I Nr. 23, 
issued in Bonn on 5 July 2018), can be used as a basis for defin-
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ing the central idea. In the framework curricula, general occupa-
tion-related preliminary remarks are formulated, which describe 
that the action should be included as a holistic grasp of occupa-
tional reality (KMK, 2018). This includes the consideration of 
safety, economic and ecological aspects. In the apprenticeship 
regulations, safety, health protection, and environmental pro-
tection at work are described as parts of the training occupation 
(Bundesgesetzblatt Jahrgang 2018 Teil I Nr. 23, ausgegeben zu 
Bonn am 5. Juli 2018, S.989Zweite Verordnung zur Änderung 
der Verordnung über die Berufsausbildung in den industriellen 
Elektroberufen, 2018). The framework curricula for vocations 
for metal workmanship in TVET result in the specified guiding 
ideas of ecology, quality, and occupational safety.

Due to the focus on competence in TVET, the learning objec-
tives of learning and work tasks are described as competencies. 
To develop the learning objectives, the learning objectives were 
identified based on the sub objectives of the actions in the set-up 
process for the production of a shaft on a CNC lathe.

The vocational actions for manufacturing a shaft on a CNC 
lathe were documented together with training personnel. The 
overall learning objective is to produce a shaft that complies 
with the production specifications (measurements, tolerances). 
To derive the learning objectives, the work process was divided 
into singular actions. 

In the learning process, the apprentices develop the relations 
between the tools and the workpiece they set up and the possi-
ble errors. Therefore, an error analysis for each action was car-
ried out to determine which possible incorrect actions could 
occur when setting up the CNC lathe. Specific errors were 
collected and identified for the individual action steps of the 
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phases. Through an expert interview with training personnel, 
this collection of errors was adapted and supplemented. In the 
interview, errors were evaluated regarding their significance 
and how often apprentices cause these errors. This mainly con-
cerned cost-intensive handling errors, which can lead to dam-
aged machines and tools.

With the collection and evaluation of the errors, it is possi-
ble to derive the learning objectives for the set-up of the CNC 
lathe to produce a shaft for the phases of the action steps. The 
phases Checking the tool turret and Selecting the tools of the work 
process with their objectives as well as possible incorrect actions 
and consequences are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. List of the wrong action with error consequences, right action 
and learning  objective of the phase Check tool turret and Selection 
of the tool
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From a constructivist point of view, the formulated competences 
are not regarded as being fixed, since they can still be adapted 
during the conception of the learning and work task (Kerres, 
2013). Additional generalisable findings concerning the learning 
objectives were derived from the expert interviews with training 
personnel. The ability to take self-responsibility for one’s actions 
and their resulting consequences was mentioned. Furthermore, 
the apprentices should internalise that a CNC machine car-
ries out exactly what is entered and that incorrectly set param-
eters can lead to damage, which can cause damage to the person 
carrying out the work and damage to the machine. Predicting 
side effects of work actions and compensating for unintended 
outcomes in advance of the further steps were also mentioned 
in the interview. The apprentices should become aware of the 
possible consequences of their actions. This is connected to the 
control of their actions to ensure that they have not made any 
errors. Since the production of turned parts, especially for shafts, 
requires a high degree of precision, a careful handling of mate-
rials and a clean working method are required for all actions to 
assure quality. Since setting up a CNC lathe consists of many 
action parts, the apprentices should develop a work routine to 
internalise the process.

Furthermore, the aforementioned intended learning objec-
tives can deviate from the  actually achieved ones (Tramm & 
Naeve, 2007). The deviation can arise through an insufficiently 
designed learning and work task with a too high or low degree 
of difficulty, a poorly guided learning, and work task, or also 
through a lack of motivation of the apprentices. To this end, an 
iterative process of adapting the learning objectives during the 
design of the learning and work task might be beneficial.
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LEARNING AND WORK TASK  
OF THE USE CASE

The aim of the learning and work task was to prepare the appren-
tices for a real work task. Therefore, the focus lies on the appren-
tices and their actions as well as the associated action errors. 
First of all, the learning and work task should be as complex 
and realistic as possible - analogous to the constructivist and 
design-oriented understanding in TVET (Rauner, 2013). To 
meet this requirement, the learning and work task was devel-
oped in cooperation with training personnel. This cooperation 
integrated expert knowledge and experience into the concept. 
Another requirement for the learning and work task was that 
it should be based on typical work tasks carried out by skilled 
personnel in companies. Such tasks can be typical and recurring, 
but also unusual and unexpected. In the use case, the equipment 
process for manufacturing a shaft was focused (see Figure 1). In 
the design of the learning and work task, the apprentices should 
have enough freedom and creative scope in the processing to 
gain their own experience and make errors.
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Figure 1. The shaft being manufactured with technical drawing

When setting up the CNC lathe, errors were limited to the 
choice of tools and the workpiece aligning to the framework 
curricula for the training occupations of precision machinist 
and milling machine operator. The selection of and setting up 
of tools will be focused on for the intended survey due to its 
complexity compared to the workpiece.
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For the design of a learning and work task, a starting situa-
tion is first formulated. This should be closely related to a real 
 example of vocational activities. For the planned study, the fol-
lowing learning and work task is proposed:

Initial situation (context, situation)

You are a precision machinist or a milling machine operator in a 
medium-sized manufacturing company. Today you received an 
order from a long-term customer to produce a shaft for a gear-
box of a conveyor belt. The customer has sent you a technical 
drawing for this. There is already a CNC programme in your 
database that you can use.

Work order

Produce a shaft according to the customer’s requirements on the 
CNC lathe using the materials available. First, create a work-
flow chart and equipment plan. After the production of the 
shaft, check all dimensions and document them in an inspec-
tion report.

The real CNC lathe on which the learning and work task is car-
ried out is a Traub TNA 300 (see Figure 2). The apprentices can 
use a technical drawing of the shaft as well as paper templates 
for the workflow chart, equipment plan, and inspection report 
in addition to the learning and work task. Also, there are fur-
ther tools, measuring tools, blank material, and aids on a table 
(see Figure 3).
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Figure 2. CNC lathe Traub TNA 300

Figure 3. Workbench with various tools, measuring tools  
and blank material
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For the learning and work task, the right tools must be equipped. 
As in the initial situation at the CNC lathe, tools are already in 
the turret of the machine. Of these tools, one tool (roughing 
cutter) is already in the correct position in the turret. Two tools 
(centre drill and gouge cutter), which are needed for the pro-
duction of the shaft, are in the wrong positions in the turret 
and have to be changed. Furthermore, there is an unneeded tool 
(drill) in the turret, which is mounted in a disturbing position. 
Two other tools (finishing cutter and milling cutter) are on the 
table. The finishing cutter is worn out and needs to be replaced. 
In addition, there are different cutting plates on the table next to 
the tool to choose from. The appropriate plate must be selected 
and mounted. The milling cutter needs to be mounted in its 
holder before it can be set up in the turret. For this purpose, 
there are several milling cutters to choose from on the table. 
The apprentices have to select the correct milling cutter and fit 
it into the holder before mounting it in the turret.

THE AR-LEARNING SYSTEM

The AR-learning system is equipped with the CNC lathe 
through optical sensor technology, which can detect, for exam-
ple, which tools are clamped in the tool turret or which clamp-
ing force has clamped the workpiece. Furthermore, various 
digital tools are connected to the AR-learning system via a cor-
responding interface. These and other non-digital tools and aids 
are located on a table. Each position of the tool, measurement 
instrument, or other aid is tracked utilising optical markers and 
a camera looking at the table. In this way, the AR-learning sys-
tem can see which tools, measuring instruments, and aids are 
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taken from the table and put back again. The technical drawing, 
workflow chart, set-up sheet, and test report are marked with a 
marker. This provides via the AR glasses when the apprentices 
look at these sheets.

If a mistake is made during the set-up of the tools, the FeDi-
NAR system recognises it and stops the machine at the point 
where the error occurred. Since the errors only occur during the 
set-up of the machine, all error sequences take place while the 
production programme is running. For example, in the learn-
ing and work task, an unnecessary tool (drill) was set up in the 
turret, which the apprentices have to recognise and disman-
tle. In real work processes, it can happen that tools that are not 
needed have not been taken out by the person who has used the 
machine before. The apprentices should be aware of this and 
therefore this unnecessary drill has been equipped in the learn-
ing and work task. Since this drill is mounted directly next to a 
required tool (centre drill) and the drill is much longer than the 
centre drill, a collision can occur between the unnecessary drill 
and the chuck during production. If this happens during pro-
duction, the AR-learning system intervenes and stops before the 
possible collision. The AR glasses then display the consequences 
of the error. The apprentices first see in grey how the drill moves 
closer and closer to the chuck, then moves into the chuck, and 
then turns red and breaks off (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Visualisation of an error consequence in AR
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THE INTENDED LEARNING EFFECT  
OF THE USE CASE

The overall learning objective (Dick, 2008) of the learning and 
work task is the production of a shaft corresponding to the guid-
ing idea of quality and thus to the information on dimensions 
and tolerances in the technical drawing. The production of a 
shaft can be understood as a complete action (Rebmann et al., 
2005) (see Figure 5). In the beginning, the apprentices inform 
themselves about the necessary details of the shaft, which they 
take from the technical drawing and the CNC programme. 
Then, they plan the production by writing a work and process 
plan and a set-up sheet. They decide on the required tools, work-
piece, and a sequence to set up and produce the shaft. During 
execution, a distinction is made between the set-up process and 
the production process. In the set-up process, the CNC lathe is 
loaded with the selected tool. The manufacturing process con-
sists of starting the machine and running the CNC programme. 
Once the manufacturing of the shaft is complete, the dimen-
sions are measured and documented in an inspection report. 
Finally, the manufactured product is evaluated to see if it meets 
the required dimensions and tolerances. The set-up process and 
the manufacturing process are evaluated for their quality, sus-
tainability, and economic efficiency.
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Figure 5. Manufacturing of the shaft as a complete action
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For the use case and the study, only the set-up of the CNC lathe 
will be examined in more detail.  The set-up process is essential 
for the manufacturing of the shaft. Without a proper set-up and 
equipment of the CNC lathe, the shaft can not be manufac-
tured. In Figure 5, the parts that belong to the set-up process 
are marked in red. This includes the phases Checking tool turret 
and Selection of the tools (which were described in 2.3). For the 
phase Checking tool turret the apprentices are able to describe 
the effects of an improperly set up tool turret on the manufac-
turing process. For the phase Selection of the tools the apprentices 
are able to describe the effects of an incorrectly selected tool on 
the manufacturing process.

Coping with the learning and work task requires experience. 
Therefore, the apprentices must be able to read and understand 
the technical drawing and the CNC programme to plan the 
set-up. The programme offers information about the properties 
of the tool and for which production steps the tool is used. The 
apprentices are responsible for correctly assembling the tool for 
this purpose. They must know which tools are available for this 
purpose and choose the most suitable one. After setting up and 
manufacturing, the apprentices evaluate the result of the set-up 
process regarding the consequences of the manufacturing pro-
cess. They evaluate this taking into account guiding ideas such 
as quality, sustainability, and economic efficiency. After this, 
they evaluate the whole set-up process regarding the set-up out-
come which is seen after the manufacturing. This process will be 
 evalu ated also by guiding ideas such as quality, sustainability, 
and economic efficiency.

During the development of the learning and work task, expe-
rience is gained in setting up the CNC lathe and, in addition, 
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which errors and consequences can occur in this process (cf. 
Kapur, 2015). The learning process is that the apprentices dis-
cover the connection between the tools they have selected and 
set up and the possible faults. By superimposing the conse-
quence of the error in the corresponding production step, the 
apprentices should be enabled to give an appropriate reason for 
the cause of the error. 

Learning effect dimension 1:

Apprentices can analyse problems during the set-up of a CNC 
lathe.

Learning effect dimension 2:

Apprentices can plan the set-up of a CNC lathe.

Learning effect dimension 3:

Apprentices can carry out the actions of setting up a CNC lathe 
completely and properly.

Learning effect dimension 4:

Apprentices can evaluate the quality of the set-up outcome in 
terms of the impact on the manufacturing process.

Learning effect dimension 5:

Apprentices can evaluate the set-up process.

The apprentices can thus select the right tools according to the 
situation, set them up in the machine accordingly, and eval-
uate the set-up. They can develop an understanding between 
their action decisions and the experienced error consequences 
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(cf. Bauer & Harteis, 2012b). Therefore, the FeDiNAR learn-
ing  system is intended to promote professional competence 
(Walden, 2008).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The question arises to what degree learning from errors is pro-
moted for the apprentices with the help of the AR-learning 
system according to the theoretical assumptions, i.e., to what 
extent the desired dimensions of the learning effect are experi-
enced. Therefore, the article presents an answer to the following 
research question:

How can a study concept be designed to investigate the 
AR-system’s learning effect?

Within a conception of a study, the question about the pro-
motion of an AR-learning system is examined more closely. 
Therefore, it is considered whether apprentices can establish 
the connection between each action step and the gained expe-
rience in setting up and equipping CNC lathes in the described 
learning and work task.

CONCEPT FOR THE STUDY OF LEARNING EFFECTS

A field study with a mixed-method approach is used to inves-
tigate the learning effects using the FeDiNAR learning system 
and the designed learning and work task. Hypotheses are devel-
oped for this purpose, as well as a study design.
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HYPOTHESES

After completing the learning and work task with the AR-learn-
ing system, the apprentices can gain actual and autonomous 
experiences (since the machine pauses automatically in criti-
cal situations) and witness the consequences of errors. Appren-
tices who utilise the AR-learning system for the learning and 
work task but do not see the error consequences, for example, 
must make additional connections between their actions and 
the cause of the problem because the error result is not shown 
explicitly. 

Accordingly, apprentices who undergo the learning pro-
cess with all functions of the AR-learning system, apprentices 
who go through the learning process with only the machine 
stop-function, and apprentices in the classical learning pro-
cess without the AR system have the following experiential and 
learning opportunities: 

Table 2. Experiences and Learning opportunities dependent on learning 
conditions and dimensions of the learning effect



Learning condition
D

im
ension of the  learning effect

Learning process w
ith all 

 functions of the A
R

 system
Learning process only w

ith 
 m

achine stop- function
C

lassical learning process

D
im

ension 1
A

nalysing problem
s  

during set-up

· V
isualisation of error 

 consequences 
· Independently investigate the 

causes of errors

·  Select tools independently
· Set up independently
· Indication of w

here m
anu-

facturing errors occur
· Independently investigate the 

causes of errors

· Training personnel stops 
 apprentice

· Training personnel explains 
cause and consequence of error

D
im

ension 2
P

lanning the set-up
· P

lanning set-up sequence 
 independently

· Select tools independently
· Select w

orkpiece independently

· P
lanning set-up sequence 

 independently
· Select tools independently
· Select w

orkpiece independently

· Training personnel verify 
 set-up sequence

· Training personnel verify 
 selected tools

D
im

ension 3
C

arrying out the set-up
· M

ount tools in turret 
 independently

· V
erify w

orkpiece set-up inde-
pendently

· V
erify revolver set-up inde-

pendently

· M
ount tools in turret 

 independently
· V

erify w
orkpiece set-up 

 independently
· V

erify revolver set-up 
 independently

· Training personnel stops 
 apprentice

· Training personnel explain 
cause and consequence of  error

· Training personnel verify 
 revolver setup

D
im

ension 4
Evaluating the set-up outcom

e 
regarding the production  
process

· Indication of w
here m

anu-
facturing errors occur

· V
isualisation of error conse-

quences
· Independently investigate the 

causes of errors

· Indication of w
here m

anu-
facturing errors occur

· Independently investigate the 
causes of errors

· Training personnel explain 
cause and consequence of error

D
im

ension 5
Evaluating the set-up  
process

Evaluate set-up process 
 independently regarding guid-
ing ideas

Evaluate set-up process in-
dependently regarding guid-
ing ideas

Evaluate set-up process w
ith 

training personnel
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Learning condition
D

im
ension of the  learning effect

Learning process w
ith all 

 functions of the A
R

 system
Learning process only w

ith 
 m

achine stop- function
C

lassical learning process

D
im

ension 1
A

nalysing problem
s  

during set-up

· V
isualisation of error 

 consequences 
· Independently investigate the 

causes of errors

·  Select tools independently
· Set up independently
· Indication of w

here m
anu-

facturing errors occur
· Independently investigate the 

causes of errors

· Training personnel stops 
 apprentice

· Training personnel explains 
cause and consequence of error

D
im

ension 2
P

lanning the set-up
· P

lanning set-up sequence 
 independently

· Select tools independently
· Select w

orkpiece independently

· P
lanning set-up sequence 

 independently
· Select tools independently
· Select w

orkpiece independently

· Training personnel verify 
 set-up sequence

· Training personnel verify 
 selected tools

D
im

ension 3
C

arrying out the set-up
· M

ount tools in turret 
 independently

· V
erify w

orkpiece set-up inde-
pendently

· V
erify revolver set-up inde-

pendently

· M
ount tools in turret 

 independently
· V

erify w
orkpiece set-up 

 independently
· V

erify revolver set-up 
 independently

· Training personnel stops 
 apprentice

· Training personnel explain 
cause and consequence of  error

· Training personnel verify 
 revolver setup

D
im

ension 4
Evaluating the set-up outcom

e 
regarding the production  
process

· Indication of w
here m

anu-
facturing errors occur

· V
isualisation of error conse-

quences
· Independently investigate the 

causes of errors

· Indication of w
here m

anu-
facturing errors occur

· Independently investigate the 
causes of errors

· Training personnel explain 
cause and consequence of error

D
im

ension 5
Evaluating the set-up  
process

Evaluate set-up process 
 independently regarding guid-
ing ideas

Evaluate set-up process in-
dependently regarding guid-
ing ideas

Evaluate set-up process w
ith 

training personnel

Hypothesis 1:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system 
demonstrate greater learning effects than those who learn with 
the machine stop-function.

The dimensions of the learning effect are outlined in the fol-
lowing hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1.1:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system 
 analyse problems of setting up the CNC lathe better than those 
who learn with the machine stop-function.

Hypothesis 1.2:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system can 
plan the set-up of the CNC lathe better than those who learn 
with the machine stop-function.

Hypothesis 1.3:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system can 
carry out the actions of setting up a CNC lathe better than those 
who learn with the machine stop-function.

Hypothesis 1.4:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system eval-
uate the quality of the set-up outcome in terms of the impact on 
the manufacturing process better than those who learn with the 
machine stop-function.
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Hypothesis 1.5:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system eval-
uate the set-up process better than those who learn with the 
machine stop-function.

Hypothesis 2: 

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system 
demonstrate greater learning effects than those who learn with 
the classical learning process.

According to the dimensions of the learning effect the follow-
ing hypotheses are specified:

Hypothesis 2.1:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system 
 analyse problems of setting up the CNC lathe better than those 
who learn in the classical learning process.

Hypothesis 2.2:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system can 
plan the set-up of the CNC lathe better than those who learn 
in the classical learning process.

Hypothesis 2.3:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system can 
carry out the actions of setting up a CNC lathe better than those 
who learn in the classical learning process.
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Hypothesis 2.4:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system eval-
uate the quality of the set-up outcome in terms of the impact on 
the manufacturing process better than those who learn in the 
classical learning process.

Hypothesis 2.5:

Apprentices who learn with all functions of the AR system eval-
uate the set-up process better than those who learn with the 
classical learning process.

Hypothesis 3: 

Apprentices who learn with machine stop-function of the AR 
system demonstrate greater learning effects than those who 
learn in the classical learning process.

According to the dimensions of the learning effect the following 
hypotheses are specified:

Hypothesis 3.1:

Apprentices who learn with the machine stop-function of the 
AR system analyse the problems of setting up the CNC lathe 
better than those who learn in the classical learning process.

Hypothesis 3.2:

Apprentices who learn with the machine stop-function of the 
AR system can plan the set-up of the CNC lathe better than 
those who learn in the classical learning process.
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Hypothesis 3.3:

Apprentices who learn with the machine stop-function of the 
AR system can carry out the actions of setting up a CNC lathe 
better than those who learn in the classical learning process.

Hypothesis 3.4:

Apprentices who learn with the machine stop-function of the 
AR system evaluate the quality of the set-up outcome in terms 
of the impact on the manufacturing process better than those 
who learn in the classical learning process.

Hypothesis 3.5:

Apprentices who learn with the machine stop-function of the 
AR system evaluate the set-up process better than those who 
learn in the classical learning process.

SAMPLE

The participants of this study are apprentice precision machin-
ists and apprentice milling machine operators at the beginning 
of their third year of apprenticeship in Germany. This target 
group already gained basic knowledge and skills for manu-
facturing CNC lathes. In their second year of apprenticeship, 
precision machinists develop skills and abilities for machining 
CNC turned parts in the learning field 6 “Programming and 
manufacturing on numerically controlled machine tools”. Mill-
ing machine operators acquire this skill in the learning field 8 
“Programming and manufacturing with numerically controlled 
machine tools” during their second year of apprenticeship. Fur-
thermore, both apprenticeship jobs receive inter-company 
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CNC turning training at a secondary educational institution. 
Because the AR system is based on such an educational insti-
tution, it is possible to rely on apprentices who have already 
completed this training. CNC turning courses are held twice a 
year at this educational institution for each apprenticeship pro-
fession. Typically, each of these courses has between 8 and 10 
apprentices participating. With these four courses (2x precision 
machinist, 2x milling machine operator), the total number of 
participants is 32-40.

OPERATIONALISATION

Standardised knowledge tests, which only examine knowledge 
retention, are usually used to measure learning effects (Strat-
mann et al., 2009). The ability to apply what has been learned in 
real action is not tested (cf. Rauner, 2010). However, this is the 
objective of the learning process within the AR-learning system.

The AR-learning system can record the individual action 
steps and the sequencing of actions. This also includes data on 
how often which operational unit of the action was processed 
and how long the apprentices needed for an action step and the 
outcome. For the investigation of the research question and the 
hypotheses, a reflection interview is used to collect the gained 
experience of the apprentices (cf. Hacker, 2008). During the 
interview, the connection between the performed action and 
the experience will be verbally expressed by the apprentices. 
Table 3 provides the learning dimensions along with their oper-
ationalisation. 

A preliminary investigation is required to make the verbal 
explanations in the interview of the analysed problems during 
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setting up, the planning and carrying out of set-up the CNC 
lathe, their evaluation of the set-up process regarding its out-
come on the manufacturing process, and the evaluation of the 
whole set-up process of the learning effects quantifiable. The 
categories and characteristics of the dimensions of the learn-
ing effects are deductively derived from the didactic idea and 
inductively adapted in this study. On this premise, a partially 
standardised survey will be designed. The results of this survey 
are then used to quantify learning impacts in other domains.

Table 3: Learning effect dimensions and their operationalisation



Learning dim
ensions

O
perationalisation

Q
uantitative

D
ata from

 FeD
iN

A
R

-System
Q

ualitative
D

ata from
 reflection interview

D
im

ension 1
A

nalysing problem
s  

during set-up

· W
hich error occurred?

· H
ow

 often did w
hich error occur?

· W
hat problem

s have arisen? 
· W

hich errors can occur if the tools are not properly arranged?
· W

hat errors can occur if the tools are not picked correctly?

D
im

ension 2
P

lanning the set-up
· Looked at technical draw

ing?
· Looked at C

N
C

 program
m

e?
· Looked at flow

 chart?
· Looked at equipm

ent plan?

· W
hy w

ere these tools selected?
· W

hy w
ere the tools in the turret arranged this w

ay?
· H

ow
 w

as the flow
 chart created?

· H
ow

 w
as the equipm

ent plan created?

D
im

ension 3
C

arrying out the set-up
· C

hosen tools?
· W

hich tools are in w
hich position?

· W
hich tools from

 the table w
ere used?

· W
hy w

ere these tools selected?
· W

hy w
ere the tools in the turret arranged this w

ay?

D
im

ension 4
Evaluating the set-up 
outcom

e regarding the 
production process

· Looked at inspection report?
· D

id an error occur?
· W

hich error occurred?
· W

hich action steps w
ere m

ade after the 
occurrence of an error?

· H
ow

 w
as the equipm

ent inspection report created?
· D

id an error occur?
· W

hat error occurred?
· H

ow
 did the consequence of the errors m

anifest?
· W

hat caused this error?
· H

ow
 can the set-up process be im

proved to m
eet the guiding idea 

for m
anufacturing?

D
im

ension 5
Evaluating the set-up  
process

· W
hich action steps w

ere 
 perform

ed again?
· H

ow
 often w

as an action step changed?

· W
hat types of errors can arise during C

N
C

 lathe setup?
· H

ow
 can the set-up process be im

proved to m
eet the guiding idea?

· W
hich action w

as m
odifi

ed?
· H

ow
 w

as the action m
odifi

ed?
· W

hy w
ere these actions m

odifi
ed?



190

STUDY DESIGN

A field survey with a mixed-method approach is planned to 
investigate the research question and the hypotheses (Cre-
swell & Plano Clark, 2018). The study will be conducted in a 
between-subjects design, in which the independent variable, 
the learning condition, varies between the subjects. Likewise in 
the hypotheses, there are three learning conditions in which the 
sample is divided (cf. Giesbrecht & Gumpertz, 2004):

· Group 1: Learning condition 1: Apprentices who learn 
with all functions of the AR system

· Group 2: Learning condition 2: Apprentices who learn 
with machine stop-function of the AR system

· Group 3: Learning condition 3: Apprentices who learn 
with the classical learning process

Course of the experiment

All three groups receive the same learning and work task and 
work on the CNC lathe. To consider different prior knowledge, 
skills, and abilities depending on the training company, the prior 
knowledge is recorded in a preliminary survey. After this survey, 
the apprentices are divided equally into three groups based on 
their prior knowledge. 

The apprentices in group 1 learn with all functions of the AR 
system. When an apprentice of this group makes an error, the 
CNC lathe stops at the corresponding point shortly before the 
error consequence occurs, and the consequence is displayed in 
AR. The machine then moves back to a defined starting posi-
tion. This provides the opportunity for the apprentices to anal-
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yse their error and to recognise the cause of the error in their 
actions. Then, the apprentices have the opportunity to adjust 
the corresponding action step where they suspect the cause of 
the error. Once finished, they can restart the manufacturing pro-
gramme and find out whether or not they were able to correct 
the error.

The apprentices in group 2 learn with the machine stop-func-
tion of the AR system. The AR-learning system only runs in the 
background to stop the machine in case of critical errors, but 
without displaying anything virtually in AR. This allows group 
2 to work independently on the learning and work task. The 
machine also stops at the point where the error consequence will 
occur, as it did for the first group, and moves back to a starting 
position. Thus, the apprentices are allowed to make mistakes, 
but they do not receive any information about the consequence 
of their mistakes. However, they can conclude at the point in 
the production programme where the machine stops in which 
of their action steps they have made an error.

The apprentices in the third learning condition learn with 
the classical learning process. The classical learning process was 
examined within a company who trains apprentices in dual-ed-
ucation. Training personnel have the task of monitoring the 
steps taken by the apprentices. The training personnel recognises 
whether an error occurred and then intervenes before an error 
consequence can occur. However, this does not happen right 
before the consequence, as it occurs in the AR-learning system, 
but already before the machine is started. In this way, any criti-
cal errors can be stopped with a degree of certainty. The training 
personnel supports the apprentice by explaining the cause of the 
error and the consequence of the error. 
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The dependent variables are the dimensions of the learning 
effect: 

· Dimension 1: Analysing problems during the set-up
· Dimension 2: Planning the set-up
· Dimension 3: Carrying out the set-up
· Dimension 4: Evaluating the set-up outcome regarding 

the production process
· Dimension 5: Evaluating the set-up process
· Dimension 5: Correction of action

The AR-learning system records and categorises the actions 
of groups 1 and 2 (quantitative data) and will be interpreted 
according to the dimensions (cf. Abele, 2018). For group 3, the 
action is explained and documented in advance by the training 
personnel. To maintain comparability, only action steps that can 
be documented with the AR system are listed. The actions in 
group 3 are observed for this purpose, and any differences from 
the documented sequence are noted. This quantitative data col-
lection of each apprentice’s action steps serves as the foundation 
for an interview, which is used to explore the apprentice’s expe-
rience during the learning and work task.

Following the learning and work task, the apprentices are 
interviewed in a discussion about their learning and work task 
(qualitative data). Based on a prepared guideline and the quan-
titative record of the action steps of each apprentice, a training 
employee conducts this reflection interview. The interview is 
taped, transcribed, categorised, and scored based on the afore-
mentioned dimensions (Mayring, 2022).



193

SUMMARY

This paper describes the concept of a study that investigates 
the learning effects of an AR-learning system, where occurring 
errors and their consequences are visualised in AR when setting 
up a CNC lathe to manufacture a shaft. With the study, it is to 
be investigated if apprentices who learn with the AR-learning 
system can explain the connection between the action step they 
made and the experiences they made better than apprentices in 
a classical learning setting. The learning effect consists of the 
apprentices can analyse the problems during set-up, planning 
the set-up, carrying out the set-up, and evaluating the set-up 
process and outcome.

For the study, three groups are examined, all working on the 
same learning and work task but under different learning con-
ditions. Group 1 learns independently and with all functions 
of the AR-learning system, which stops the machine before an 
error sequence occurs and visualises the error sequence. Group 
2 learns independently but only with the machine stop-function 
of the AR-learning system. The AR-learning system stops the 
machine in case of critical errors, but without displaying any-
thing virtually in AR. Group 3 learns monitored by a training 
personnel and learns on the CNC lathe as it is currently done 
in the apprenticeship of dual-education.

It is to be expected that group 1 demonstrates greater learning 
effects in all dimensions than those in group 2 who learn with 
the machine stop-function. Equally it is expected that group 
1 demonstrates greater learning effects in all dimensions than 
apprentices who learn with the classical process. It is anticipated 
that apprentices who learn with the machine-stop  function 



194

demonstrate greater learning effects in all dimensions than those 
who learn in the classical learning process.

Based on the results, insight is generated into how such an 
AR-learning system can be used to promote vocational com-
petence. Furthermore, criteria for the design of such an AR- 
learning system will be derived.
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ABSTRACT:

The present study focuses on second language users in the lan-
guage learning environment of an English-medium content 
and language integrated learning (CLIL) workshop at an auto 
mechanics class in a Swedish upper secondary school. Data are 
drawn from video-ethnographic  work during two  years in a 
Vehicle engineering program taught in and through a foreign 
language; English. 

The settings of Swedish schools of auto mechanics  have 
recently been defined in various studies as a very rich soil for 
researchers to dig deeper into issues of language, learning and 
the productions of identities due to very rapid changes under-
gone by the program in the last decade (cf. Kontio, 2016; Nehls, 
2003; Rosvall, 2011). Traditionally the students of auto mechan-
ics in Sweden have leaned heavily on very normative masculine 
understandings of what learning in school in general is and spe-
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cifically manifested in a disinterest in second language learn-
ing (Beach et. al., 1999). 

The analyses here concern how and in what ways a cer-
tain second language lexical is transformed from teacher-im-
pelled learnables, into the contextualization and visualization 
of the concept, and finally as actual professional practice, and 
how this can be seen to play an important role in building an 
English-speaking classroom community of becoming profes-
sionals of bilingual auto mechanics.

A linguistic ethnographic approach (Rampton, 2007)  is 
taken in order to explore how teachers’ and students’ second lan-
guage teaching and learning activities are organized. It is found 
that teachers introduce the lexical item first as a learnable, then 
how it can be used to engage in complex understanding, and 
finally how to implement the item in actual practice. It is here 
argued that engaging in these lexical learning trajectories should 
be seen as conditional for language learning and peer group par-
ticipation at the English medium instruction Vehicle program.

The study also demonstrates that second language learning in 
vocational CLIL classrooms is orderly, it is related to the pro-
gression of learning trajectories, often made explicit by humor-
ous interaction.

KEYWORDS:

CLIL, lexical acquisition, vocational education, language learning
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INTRODUCTION

These are words that you are going to see now that you will 
need. You will need them for next week, or the week after, 
depends on if you are in the workshop the first week or the 
second weeks. But they are not only for when you are in the 
workshop with me. They will be for the rest of your life. Yeah? 
You will see these words and expressions and you have to 
know what they mean. Otherwise, you will not be able to do 
the job. Yeah?

These are words spoken by one of the teachers in the Vehicle 
program studied, directed at students on a beginner’s level. 
The teacher is putting emphasis on the fact that an appropriate 
professional language is needed to be able to work as an auto 
mechanic. Words are not only words that you need to recog-
nise, learn to pronounce, but also, you need to know what they 
mean. And the students listening are not only to learn them 
for the coming week, no, they need to know these words and 
expressions, or they will not be able to do the job. This raises a 
few questions that begs the answer; what are these words; how 
do teachers of auto mechanics teach them, and in what situa-
tions and in what manners do students learn them? 

The data in this study are drawn from 200 hours of video 
recordings of beginners of auto mechanics during collected 
during two years in an upper secondary school located in a mid-
size Swedish town. The first year is almost completely taught in 
and through English and Swedish simultaneously, making this 
an example of a CLIL (content and language integrated learn-
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ing) school (Coyle, 2007). At first glance, this might strike one 
as quite odd, as an anomaly in the Swedish school system; a 
vocational program that has such a significant focus on English 
as a language of instruction, a vehicle program at that. However, 
there are a number of reasons for this school to put this much 
emphasis on language learning amongst the students of auto 
mechanics; first of all there is a great demand from the business 
organisations to encourage teachers to teach the becoming atuo 
mechanics more English for a couple of reasons; for employabil-
ity in different countries, for customer contact in a world where 
English is lingua franca in so many situations; but first and fore-
most it has to do with the increased linguistic demands on an 
auto mechanic – it is hard to find an instructions manual or a 
data base of a car brand in any other language than English. If 
you cannot make sense of instructions as a mechanic, especially 
as more and more instructions are brand specific, then you can-
not do the job. The mechanics and business organisations have 
argued for more professional English in the education, and as 
many as ten schools in the studied part of Sweden offered the 
Vehicle program, to various extent, in English. However, this 
challenges traditional conceptions of how a student of auto 
mechanics is expected to appear. 

Few identity characteristics have a bigger impact on a 15-year-
old’s choice, when asked to pick an upper secondary program, 
than gender (Beach et al., 1999). This has led to many Swedish 
vocational programs being very mono-gendered, mirroring the 
preconceptions of the society at large; girls are predominant in 
the Hair dressers’ program, whilst there are more boys than girls 
applying for the Vehicle program. Thus, in Sweden at least, the 
student who applies for the Vehicle program has traditionally 
been defined as a man, who does not aim for higher studies, 
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who shows little to no interest in second language learning, and 
does not want to be seen as a swot (Kontio, 2016; Korp, 2011).

Though, in line with English increasingly becoming the lan-
guage of instruction, we have also seen a demographic change 
among the students who apply for the program. In ten years, 
Kontio shows in his studies, the number of girls enrolling to 
become auto mechanics in Sweden has increased more than 
fivefold (Kontio, 2016). The reasons for this sudden increase, 
be it the fact that students seem to have great chances of get-
ting a well-payed job after completing their studies, or if it is the 
fact that English as language of instruction has led to the demo-
graphic changes, has not been studied further, but it is difficult 
to neglect the fact that all these conversions add to a process of 
change in the professional identity of the auto mechanic. And 
given that English has a more prominent presence in the auto 
workshops in schools, raises new questions; how do the students 
learn a professional language in CLIL? When following the stu-
dents for a longer period of time, is it possible to map out cer-
tain patterns or trajectories of learning when acquiring not only 
a new (professional) language, but also simultaneously learning 
a profession, and what characterises them?

This chapter aims to answer these research questions by rely-
ing on theoretical conceptualizations of learning as changes in 
participation, and by analysing video ethnographic data through 
the lens of ethnomethodologically inspired conversation analy-
sis, in order to present the trajectories of learning when learning 
to become a bilingual, professional auto mechanic. Put differ-
ently; this chapter will try to put into words how students learn 
words needed, not only in the workshop in school, but also, to 
paraphrase the teacher in the introducing quote above; to be able 
to do the job.
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THEORY AND METHODS

LEARNING IN INTERACTION

When forming and developing their linguistic practices in their 
everyday life in school in general, and in the auto mechanic work-
shop more specifically, the students studied here are establish-
ing their interactions, relations, and identity processes within a 
specific practice. These environments and practices have tradi-
tionally been researched through different speech community 
approaches (Gumperz, 1968; Hymes, 1972). Though in recent 
years, the conceptualization of learning as changes in participa-
tion has become more prominent when analyzing how profes-
sional identities are accomplished in classroom interaction. Here 
Lave and Wenger’s (1991; Lave, 1993) notion of learning trajec-
tory has been very useful to expand our understanding of how 
students learning a profession can move from peripheral to full 
participation while following a path of learning, and how when 
moving towards a fuller participation, you also make changes in 
participation. In detailed analyses of how different situations are 
related, and oriented towards by the participants, we can describe 
and understand why the studied humans do not meet the world 
as a completely new world in every lived moment.

Billet (2001) points out that students in vocational educations 
must engage with work-based knowledge that include many 
cerebral dimensions that affect how knowledge is acquired, but 
also the ways in which students engage in social practices. Along 
these lines, Lave and Wenger (1991) note that vocational learn-
ing implies becoming a different person with respect to the pos-
sibilities enabled by these systems of relations. Thus, professional 
identity issues are important objects to study closer when look-
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ing into how the students of auto mechanics learn a professional 
language. This view of learning as changing participation is radi-
cally different from theories of second language acquisition that 
frame language learning as a cognitive process existing only in 
the mind of the learner (Long & Doughty, 2011). The view taken 
in this chapter is of language learning as a situated, social pro-
cess, executed amongst the students and teachers studied. In 
this perspective, language learning is seen as the participants’ 
progress along continuous learning trajectories and changing 
participation in practices, changes that lead from peripheral to 
a fuller participation and a growth of professional identity (see 
Schegloff, 1991). 

The detailed analyses of the video recordings from the work-
shop setting provide the empirical ground for the developed 
argument. 

CONTENT AND LANGUAGE INTEGRATED  

VOCATIONAL CLASSROOMS

Although there has been an emphasis on developing CLIL 
across educational settings in a political European school pol-
icy perspective, there are still few in-depth studies of (especially 
vocational) CLIL classrooms (Dalton- Puffer et al, 2007; Duff, 
1995; Nikula, 2010). For some decades, interactional studies 
have found fruitful applications in a wide range of social prac-
tices, some of them closely related to education. But surprisingly, 
the field of vocational education has not attracted consider-
able attention (Filliettaz, 2010). Linguists interested in educa-
tion have mainly focused their investigation on ensuing school 
institutions and classroom practices (Rex et al., 2006), whereas 



205

linguists involved in workplace studies have not been primar-
ily interested in education and have often failed to approach 
the workplace or vocational education as a site for learning or 
training (Candlin, 2002; Mondada, 2006; Sarangi & Roberts, 
1999). Conversely, it should be noted that vocational education 
researchers have remained remarkably distant from linguistic 
and classroom perspectives. 

Nevertheless, there is a handful of studies that have had an 
approach towards language learning and professional iden-
tity work within everyday practice in vocational settings (see: 
Hüttner et al, 2013; Jexenflicker & Dalton-Puffer, 2010; Kon-
tio, 2016; Kontio & Evaldsson, 2015; Præstmann Hansen, 2009; 
Fillettaz, 2010). However, none of them have looked closely at 
learning trajectories in CLIL VET classrooms.

METHODS

The interactional approach used here to understand second lan-
guage learning, language use and professional identity work, is 
an eclectic combination of linguistic ethnography as a framework 
for studying language use (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Rampton et 
al, 2004; Rampton, 2007); ethnomethodological conversation 
analysis with a focus on participant perspectives and identities 
(Gafaranga, 2001; Garfinkel, 1967; Stokoe 2012); and the con-
cept of communities of practice (Eckert & Rickford, 2001; Lave 
& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Common to the three different 
orientations is an overarching aim of pursuing to understand 
language use and identities as both locally produced and situ-
ated in interaction, as well as socio-historically coded.

A common expression in the literature of Linguistic Ethnog-
raphy is that the approach ‘opens linguistics up and ties ethno-
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graphy down’ (Rampton et al. 2004: 4). This means that the 
ethnographic approach opens up new fields of everyday data 
for linguists, data that go beyond standardized descriptions of 
language structure and language use and give insights into the 
complex world of naturally occurring talk. On the other hand, 
linguistics gives the linguistic ethnographers tools to tie down 
their empirical data so that the researcher does not draw over-
generalized conclusions in relation to the participant’s own 
experience (Rampton, 2007). 

In this chapter I have applied a conversation analytic meth-
odology (henceforth CA) to analyze and describe the second 
language learning trajectories that take shape when the students 
learn to use the correct technical lexical items in the interactions 
(Schegloff, 2007; Sidnell & Stivers, 2014) during class. In line 
with CA’s radical participant’s perspective, the organizations of 
talk-in-interaction are seen as ongoing sense-making practices 
of participants’ social interaction. This means that I examine 
which actions are made relevant at a specific moment in the 
interaction, and how they are made relevant from the partici-
pants’ points of view, and the method involves the use of the par-
ticipants’ demonstrated understandings of each other’s actions, 
and thereby provide material for analysis (e.g., Schegloff, 2007). 
When approaching the data like this, the video recordings are 
transcribed in detail according to specific conventions (e.g., 
Hutchby & Wooffitt, 2008).

An organizing feature when constructing the trajectories of 
learning is the participants’ orientations to aspects of the activ-
ity as being the same. In other words, a criterion for the selec-
tion of a specific activity was that it was possible to follow the 
development of a content of interaction over time. Tracking the 
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learning and use of a specific lexical item in this study opened up 
the possibility of arguing continuity and change in relation to 
the specific content, oriented to and accomplished by the par-
ticipants. These are thus not merely methodological questions 
guiding the compilation of the orientations to a same content at 
different moments in time, but an analytical issue fundamentally 
related to the aims of the study. 

In line with much previous interaction research (see Pekarek 
Doehler et. al., 2018 for an overview), it is here argued for the 
importance of constructing longitudinal collections, where the 
collections of interactional phenomena are organized in a way 
that respects the sequential and thus chronological development 
of the activities. In the ethnographic analyses below, the order 
in which the activities developed is also followed. To track how 
the activity unfolds is crucial in order to capture and analyze 
processes of learning, how shared understanding evolves, and 
how the participants are orienting towards change.

RESULTS

In the analyses below I have followed a specific lexical item, a 
phrase that denominates a concept that is central when learning 
about the combustion engine; namely that of ‘top dead center’. 
When looking under the bonnet of a car you are likely to find 
an engine. Given that it is a combustion engine, then that engine 
has a certain number of cylinders. Inside the cylinder there is a 
moving piston. Pistons are always moving up and down, and 
as a piston moves upward, it compresses the air and fuel in the 
combustion chamber. When the piston reaches the very top, the 
top dead center, the spark plug is used to ignite the fuel and air 
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– resulting in an explosion that pushes the piston back down. 
This is a continuous process that happens within the engine for 
as long as the engine is running. To understand this process is 
fundamental for a mechanic. To teach and learn this word and 
concept, in a foreign language at that, and to co-construct learn-
ing in interaction, is the task at hand for the teachers and stu-
dents in the following three extracts. 

3.1 TDC AS A TEACHER IMPELLED LEARNABLE

The students have begun their first year at the Vehicle pro-
gram at the upper secondary school. The first few weeks have 
been filled by getting to know one another and the surround-
ing environment. The foci of teaching have been to make sure 
that all students know about safety in the workshop and the 
names of all the different tools in the toolbox. Once they feel 
safe among the tools and cars, they also need to know the names 
of the different parts of a car before starting to work as mechan-
ics amongst the cars. 

The vocational teachers work closely with the English as a for-
eign language (EFL) teacher. They often visit each other’s class-
rooms and workshops, to further blend content with language, 
which is the main theme of the particular CLIL educational 
setting. In this EFL classroom the students are seated around 
tables, and they are all turned towards a projection of words on 
the white board. One word at the time will arrive on the wall 
and the students are asked, one by one, to read the word out loud 
and then try to figure out what it means. They are all words that 
they have met in previous classes, both in EFL and, more prom-
inently, in the workshop.
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The turn has come to the lexical item ‘TDC’:

1. Teacher  Oh (.) That’s a little easy: one.  

  Sven.

2. Student 1 T D C

3. T Ah Is it your turn↑ ((teacher  

  turns to Student 1)) 

4.   (2) Sven (.) could you say the  

  word (.) letters? 

5. Sven T-

6. T T

7. Sven TDC

8. T DC

9. T Yeah↑ What do you think TDC means?

10. Sven Turbo:: Diesel

11. T Jah-ah, it could be man (.)  

  ah, but it’s not

12. S1 °Top dead center°

13. T Sorry↑

14. S1 Top dead center

15. T Very very good (1.5) Yeah (.)  

  And that’s the problem here.

16.   Because if you go to a workshop  

  manual (.) you will never see 

17.   Top - Dead - Center.

18.   It is always shirt- shortened.  

  Maybe it is shirtened. (hhh) 

19.   Shortened to TDC. Yeah?

20.   Top (.) Dead (.) Center
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Figure 1. Teacher stands up, students face the white board with  
the lexical item ‘TDC’

The words pop up at random on the board, as you can tell by 
the surprised ‘Oh’ expressed by the teacher on line 1. The teacher 
then appoints Sven as the student to respond, to read out the 
word and try to figure out what it means. Sven is interrupted 
by another student who does his work for him. The student 
is hushed and corrected by the teacher (line 3) before Sven is 
handed back the word (4). Sven, a bit hesitantly, reads out the 
word, or the abbreviation rather, with the help, support, and 
affirmation of the teacher. Sven is then asked if he knows what 
TDC stands for, and Sven makes a qualified guess, using words 
from the Vehicle workshop (line 10). Could it have something 
to do with turbo diesel? The teacher responds with jokingly, that 
it could be, but it is not (11), an approach well used by the teach-
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ers in the studied classrooms (see Kontio, 2016). The correct 
answer is then, cautiously delivered by one of Sven’s classmates. 
After asking to repeat the answer, the teacher then confirms the 
correct answer and adds that this word is most often used in 
its abbreviated form in the texts of auto mechanics. And after 
stumbling on the words, he ends this situation by emphatically 
reproducing the lexical item (20).

The close collaboration between the auto mechanics teacher 
and the EFL teacher is here seen not only in that the two teach-
ers are present, but also in that they have the EFL class in a class-
room adjacent to the workshop. Furthermore, the class is setup 
as a traditional EFL class, in how the call-response setup, or Ini-
tiation-Response-Evaluation sequence (Bauersfeld, 1988); the 
teacher asking the students to read a lexical item out loud before 
expanding and elaborating on the meaning) is executed reminds 
us of vocabulary teaching strategies often implemented in for-
eign language classrooms (Gu, 2005; Chung, 2012). 

The work here is by no means done. The next step is to develop 
an understanding for said lexical item. In the following month 
the students are having a theory lesson in the workshop, where 
the goal is to understand how the combustion engine works.

The teacher has a put a model of a cylinder on top of an over-
head projector. The model is physical, and you can move the 
piston up and down inside the cylinder, opening and closing 
valves, representing the inner workings of an engine in motion. 
The students are sitting on chairs watching the teacher and the 
model on the projected images on the wall behind the teacher. 
The teacher stops the model and points with a large pointer to 
the different parts, especially the valves and states the following:
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3.2 THE USE OF TDC AS TO DISPLAY COMPLEX  

UNDERSTANDING

1. Teacher Ok (.) That valve is closed.  

  That valve is closed.

2. T.  The piston is where?

3. Student 1 The top

4. T.  Ah

5. S1  It’s going down.

6. T.  Where is the piston now?

7. S1.  At the top

8. T.  Yeah (.) When it is at the  

  top (.) what do we call it?

9.    (2)

10. T.  What do we call it when the  

  piston is at the top?

11.    (2.5)

12. T.  It’s one of the words Sofia  

  and I gave you.

13.    (2)

14. T.  T (.) D (.) 

15. S.2  C

16. T.  C

17.   Top

18. S.2  >dead center< 

19. T.  dead center

20. T.  Yeah (.) The piston is in  

  top (.) dead (.) center (.)  

  Yeah?
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Figure 2. Teacher pointing at an image of a piston (right)  
to students (left)

In line (1) the teacher points out that the intake valves are closed, 
he then asks the students to identify where the piston is in rela-
tion to verticality inside the cylinder (2). When he gets the pre-
ferred response from the students, confirming their reading and 
understanding of the image showed on the wall, the teacher 
then asks for what lexical item, what professional term, that this 
position corresponds to (8). He repeats the question a couple 
of times, giving lots of interactional space for the students to 
nominate suggestions, and he then in lines 14-16 surrenders to 
a common didactical strategy in CLIL classrooms, he tries to 
elicit the correct answer by giving a part of the correct answer 
to the students, trying to draw out the lexical item in tandem 
with the students (Milla & Mayo, 2021).

This turns out to be a more prosperous strategy, as he suc-
ceeds in getting the students to apply their newly learned word, 
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both in its abbreviated form and in full. This is further under-
lined when the teacher repeats the correct words and closes his 
statement with a tag-question, as to get confirmation that all 
students present are on the same page, so to say.

So, the lexical item has now begun its transformation from 
a vocable, into expanding on the understanding of the inter-
nal functions of a combustion engine, and it is now time to see 
how the students apply their newly conquered knowledge into 
practical work.

Half a year has passed since the students first met the lexical 
item in the EFL classroom, they have been taught very many 
things inside the auto mechanics workshop since, and they are 
now working on actual customer’s cars. It is a common practice 
in auto mechanics schools in Sweden, that friends and family 
can ask the school if they need any car to work on. And if the 
car has some issues that needs fixing, that align with what the 
teachers are teaching at the moment, then this is very much a 
win-win situation.

Now a group of students are working on re-fitting a timing 
belt on to an engine. This is a multifaceted task that requires a 
complex understanding of how the engine works. The pistons 
need to be in very exact positions for the timing belt to work 
properly. You see to it that a cylinder has its piston in top dead 
center position, you make marks on the belt, and you try to align 
the belt to the marks. 

The three students have been working meticulously on the 
project and have now reached a point where they just need the 
teacher to give his expert opinion on whether they have accom-
plished their task or not.

 So, the student calls for the teacher to come and check:
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3.3 TDC AS USED IN PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE 

[TØ-DØ-SØ]

1. Student 1.  You can check no::w

2. Teacher.  I can check now? Ok

3. T Check-check-check-check-check  

 ((Sing-song voice))

4. S1 The marks and even what you want

5. T Ok (.) So:: (2.5) Look down  

 at the bottom (.) ((the teacher  

 point down 

6.   the open bonnet)) And the mark  

 is on 

7. S1 [tø-dø-sø]

8. S2 [tø-dø-sø]

9. T [tø-dø-sø] And that one is  

 smack on. And that one is  

 smack on. 

10.   But the (2) what’s the matter  

 there? 

11.   (3)

12. T Look where I have the light.  

 ((Points with a flashlight))

13. S1 Twenty degrees (.) eh::

14. T What is wrong there? (.) Yeah so 

15.   you gotta get the tensioner   

 right. (2) And it is not right,  

 is it?

16. S1 But how we gonna take:: eh (.)  

 when we hold it and stick it in
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17.   ((Figure 3))

18. T When you hold it and stick it  

 in? That didn’t sound]

19. S1 S2 [Hehehe

20. T Very polite

21.   (3)

22. S1 So, no it’s right ((tries to  

 pinch the tensioner))

23. T Yeah but you can’t hold it there  

 can you?

24. S1 Men ((Swedish ‘But’)) how we  

 gonna hold it there?

25. T Because you have to (.)  

 Take your finger away, please.  

 You have 

26.   to release that, yeah? Which is  

 released now. And there in the 

27.   side you have to put a ((goes to  

 get a special tool))
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Figure 3. Teacher (right) repeats ‘hold it and stick it in’

In the first lines of the extract, the student calls for the teacher 
and the teacher appears for inspection. The student tells the 
teacher that he can now look for and inspect all aspects of their 
work, as he thinks that they are done with their task (line 4). 
The teacher examines the engine and the timing belt and notices 
right away that not all marks are not aligned. He points to one 
of the marks and the students note that the timing belt hits the 
mark, and that the piston must be in top dead center. However, 
the lexical item itself has now morphed with the surrounding 
Swedish dialect and is pronounced by the students as [tø-dø-sø] 
(7-8), which the teacher acknowledges (9). He then concludes 
that two marks have been hit but that there is trouble with the 
third mark, the tensioner is not tense enough to hold the belt 
in the correct position. The student then questions how it is 
possible to apply force to the tensioner whilst fitting the belt, 
and he expresses this in English (note: a second language for 
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these Swedish students), and in doing so he produces a, presum-
ably, unconscious sexual innuendo (16). This is quickly picked 
up by the teacher and the students have a laugh (17). The auto 
mechanic classroom teaching and interaction often leans heav-
ily on laughter, humor and, not least, sexual humor (Kärnebro, 
2013; Kontio, 2016). The student tries to save face by acting out 
what he tried to explain in previous lines by pinching the ten-
sioner. The teacher then explains that the student cannot hold 
his hand there forever and moves on to propose a solution to 
the problem and leaves the car to go get a special tool (25-27). 

ANALYSIS

Lave and Wenger’s (1991; see also Lave, 1993) notion of a learn-
ing trajectory, that the learning individual moves along, from 
legitimate peripheral participation to full participation, can be 
applied here to describe the changes in participation and the 
learners’ trajectories. We can see how the introduction of a lexi-
cal item is brought about by the EFL teacher and auto mechanic 
teacher in tandem in the first excerpt. As time goes by, the stu-
dents are then taught how to use the vocable to expand their 
knowledge of the inner processes of an engine. Then finally, we 
can see how, months later, the students, in a jocular manner, 
transforms the lexical item and the complex understanding of 
auto mechanics, through contextualization and visualization, 
into actual work, and how the students and teachers come to 
a common understanding of different issues with the students’ 
performance with a customer’s car. In doing so, the students per-
form becoming a part of a community of practice.
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DISCUSSIONS

The analyses concern how and in what ways certain second lan-
guage lexicals are transformed 

1. from teacher-impelled learnable, 
2. into visualizations and contextualization of the concept 
3. and finally, as implemented in actual professional practice, 

and how this can be seen to play an important role in building 
an English-speaking classroom community of becoming profes-
sionals of bilingual auto mechanics.

Taking an ethnographic approach to linguistic features has 
allowed for a detailed investigation of when and how learners 
and teachers are positioned and position themselves within 
interaction in relation to a learning trajectory. Applying linguis-
tic ethnography ties down the ethnographic data collected and 
opens up for conversation analysis. CA is here used to further 
deepen our understanding of the sequentiality of how students 
learn in interaction, and in what order.

When analyzing the trajectory of learning in the extracts 
pulled out to this chapter, it has become clear that the work 
done by the teachers, to introduce a lexical item and putting it 
into work to expand an understanding for a complex vehicu-
lar process, can be traced to have an important impact on how 
the students then use and reproduce professional knowledge in 
practical work. 

Furthermore, this chapter tries to expand CA in VET research 
by the way of analyzing the trajectories of activities that develop 
and extend beyond the immediate sequential context. The lon-
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gitudinal data collection has allowed for analyses of how learn-
ing trajectories are produced and how the participants progress 
along these trajectories, that lead not only from not-knowing 
into professional and practical learning, but also from peripheral 
into a fuller participation and growth. The conceptualization of 
learning as changing participation has been formulated differ-
ently by researchers. I tend to lean more towards Hellermann’s 
understanding that it is important to analyze members’ change 
in participation in activities within a community of practice 
over time (2008:13). Learning is not done in any one of these 
three extracts, one could argue, but rather, learning can be seen 
in a change in participation when analyzing the entire learning 
trajectory over time. In these extracts we can see that the stu-
dents are introduced to a lexical item, then conquer its meaning, 
and finally they own the lexical item, even changing its pronun-
ciation and putting it into work in actual practice. Even though 
most of the interactional work in the extracts here is done by the 
teacher, it is here argued that the learning trajectory amongst 
the students is to be seen of movement from a peripheral to a 
fuller participation.

However, this chapter, no matter how ambitiously it sets out 
to be in capturing and analyzing learning over time, it only deliv-
ers a small insight into how students of auto mechanics learn 
a professional language in CLIL classrooms. More research is 
needed in mapping out patterns and trajectories of learning 
when being taught a profession in a second language. The results 
here indicate that students’ participation changes when becom-
ing a fuller member of a community of practice, and it would 
certainly be interesting to further study how this is done in dif-
ferent contexts.
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APPENDIX: TRANSCRIPT NOTATIONS

[  overlapping utterances, whether at the start of an 
utterance or later

]  indicates a point at which two overlapping utterances 
both end, where one ends while the other continues, 
or simultaneous moments in overlap which continue

(2.0)  length in seconds of a pause
( . )  a short untimed pause (less than 0,2 seconds)
(( ))  contextual description and accounts
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(x)  an uncertain hearing of what the speaker said
Word  stressed syllable or word
°world°  degree signs indicate that talk is markedly quiet
>word<  left/right carats indicate that the talk between them 

is compressed
:  a prolonged stretch
=  continued speech
-  hyphen after a word indicates a cut-off or self-inter-

ruption
↑ up arrow marks a sharp rise in pitch
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ABSTRACT:

Most upper secondary school students in Iceland choose aca-
demic programmes over vocational and increasing vocational 
enrolment has long been an educational policy goal. It is there-
fore important to understand why vocational education is cho-
sen and the aim of the study is to map the reasons vocational 
graduates provide for choosing their field. An online question-
naire was sent to all recently graduated journeymen in the cer-
tified trades in Iceland. The results indicate participants could 
be categorized by their prior work experience and knowledge; 
indicating different paths for recruitment. Interest (in the trade, 
the job, or practical fields) was the most common reason pro-
vided for choosing a vocational field. Other reasons cited were: 
practical concerns, coincidence, not choosing academics, work-
ing in the field, and the influence of family and friends. The find-
ings reveal the complexity of reasons and rationale for choosing 
vocational education and provide a basis for further research.
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1. INTRODUCTION

How to get more young people to choose vocational pathways 
has been a focal point in educational policy in Europe and the 
Nordic countries for the past few decades (e.g., Cedefop, 2020a; 
Helms Jørgensen, et al., 2018; Michelsen, 2018; Eiríksdóttir et 
al., 2018). This is due to young people preferring academic path-
ways over vocational when enrolling in upper secondary schools. 
Reasons for increasing vocational education participation are 
varied; from addressing the needs of those disadvantaged in the 
educational system, to finding ways to match skills and needs 
of the future economic system. Regardless of why it is deemed 
important that more young people choose vocational path-
ways, the overall policy emphasis has been clear, and Iceland is 
no exception. 

In Iceland, there has been an effort to strengthen vocational 
education and training (VET) since the middle of the last cen-
tury (Eiríksdóttir, et al., 2018; Jónasson, 1995; OECD, 2013), 
and this emphasis is still seen in the official contract and pol-
icy of the last two government coalitions (Government of Ice-
land, 2018, 2021). Strengthening VET usually refers to increas-
ing enrolment and graduation rates in vocational programmes 
at the upper secondary level. Which means that a large por-
tion of the effort revolves around getting more young people 
to choose vocational education. In the first part of the 21st cen-
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tury there were various efforts in play with the aim of increasing 
VET enrolment, including new laws governing upper second-
ary education and a new curriculum guide (law nr. 92/2008; 
Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (MoESC), 2012, 
2014). However, in 2017 the Icelandic National Audit Office 
(INAO), reported that despite these efforts the number of stu-
dents enrolled in and graduating from VET had only decreased. 
The overall percentage of upper secondary students enrolled had 
remained around 30-32% on average (INAO, 2017; Statistics 
Iceland, 2021), which is consistently lower than the EU average 
of 47% (Cedefop, 2020b). 

Explanations for the preference of academic over vocational 
education are varied – and relate to the issue of the parity of 
esteem between vocational education and academic education 
(Billett, 2014, 2020; Field og Guez, 2018). Academic education 
usually enjoys a higher status than vocational education and 
the fact that more young people choose academic pathways is 
taken as evidence of the disparity of esteem. Vocational educa-
tion is often considered a dead-end in the educational system 
by young people and their parents; the perception is that it 
does not allow young people to keep their options open for the 
future as it generally does not offer access to higher education 
(Eiríksdóttir et al., 2018; Helms-Jørgensen et al., 2018; MoESC, 
2014; Nylund, et al., 2018). Academic pathways at upper sec-
ondary schools and higher education following graduation are 
seen as the key to upward mobility and future options. Espe-
cially as academic drift and increased demand and requirement 
for university education has made this pathway predominant 
(Field og Guez, 2018; Jónasson, 2003). 

The discussion on parity of esteem and status of vocational 
education is often centred on why young people do not select 
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vocational education. However, the other side of the equation 
– trying to understand why they do – is also important. If the 
goal is to increase enrolment in vocational education, it is nec-
essary to figure out what makes it an attractive choice. The aim 
of the current paper is to map the reasons and rationale for why 
recently graduated vocational students chose a vocational field 
for study.  

2. BACKGROUND

2.1 VOCATIONAL EDUCATION IN ICELAND

Vocational education in Iceland generally takes place at the 
upper secondary schools and there are no Universities of 
Applied Sciences or Vocational Colleges. Most vocational pro-
grammes take about 4 years to complete compared to 3 years for 
most academic programmes. Vocational programmes are found 
in 14 of the 32 upper secondary schools in Iceland. These are all 
comprehensive schools offering both academic and vocational 
education, five of which are located in the Reykjavik metropol-
itan area (Directorate of Education, n.d.a.).  

Currently, there are about 80–100 different vocational pro-
grammes on offer (OECD, 2013; Directorate of Education, 
n.d.b.), but the largest proportion of vocational education are 
the so-called certified trades (Regulation on Certified Trades, 
No. 940/1999). In the certified trades a journeyman’s exam 
is required to become a licensed practitioner, which is neces-
sary for legally practicing in the field. The certified trades are 
for example electrical work, hairdressing, carpentry, plumbing, 
culinary arts, tailoring, and bookbinding. The vocational pro-
grammes for the certified trades are all organized as a dual sys-
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tem where students have to complete courses at school and an 
apprenticeship at a company to graduate. The apprenticeship 
contract can range from 24 to 126 weeks, depending on the field 
and at the workplace the students work under the guidance of a 
master in the trade (Eiríksdóttir, 2017, 2018). After completing 
the programme, the students can take the journeyman’s exam. 
The certified trades are the focus in this article.

Students graduate from compulsory education in Iceland at 
the age of 16 and over 95% of each cohort of young people enrol 
in upper secondary school. The majority are enrolled in aca-
demic programmes and only 15% on average enrolled directly 
into vocational programmes (Directorate of Education, 2018; 
Eiríksdóttir et al., 2018; Jónasson & Óskarsdóttir, 2016; Sta-
tistics Iceland, 2018, 2021). However, about 30% of upper sec-
ondary students are enrolled in vocational programmes over-
all. The discrepancy in percentages is explained by returning 
and second-chance students (often older) choosing vocational 
programmes, as well as students enrolled in academic pathways 
changing programmes (Blöndal et al., 2016; Eiríksdóttir et al., 
2018). This suggests that vocational education is seen either as a 
second-best choice or only considered after the academic path-
way has been attempted. Indeed, research on educational choice 
in Iceland does suggest that choosing an academic pathway is 
seen as the default (Blöndal et al., 2016; Eiríksdóttir et al., 2022; 
Gunnarsdóttir, 2019). Even if a large proportion of young people 
say they were more interested in practical or vocational subjects 
in elementary school, the majority still choose academic path-
ways in upper secondary schools (Blöndal et al., 2016; Svavars-
dóttir, 2010). Interest is therefore clearly not the only determin-
ing factor when young people choose between academic and 
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vocational pathways. Indeed, the choice of educational pathways 
at the upper secondary level is a complex interplay of different 
individual and societal factors (Kidd, 2006; Mann, et al., 2020; 
Maxwell et al., 2000).

The question, who chooses vocational education and why 
can be approached from two angles: (1) general theories and 
research on what determines educational and career choice and 
(2) research specifically aimed at looking at why vocational edu-
cation is selected. The former angle encompasses a wide array of 
research literature focusing on why a school, a programme or an 
occupation is chosen, falling under vocational psychology or 
occupational/career counselling. Whereas the second angle is 
more related to the issue of parity of esteem between vocational 
and academic education. 

2.2 THEORIES ON EDUCATIONAL CHOICE

Theories on career decision making, especially initial entry to 
work or field, fall into a few different categories. The first main 
category are theories that focus on the person-environment fit 
and these have been dominant in the literature on career deci-
sion making (Gati & Asher, 2001; Kidd, 2006; Osipow, 1990). 
The basic tenet of these theories is that there should be a fit 
between the characteristics of the person and the vocation or 
environment in question. A good fit is expected to lead to 
well-being, satisfaction, and a sense of achievement (Gati & 
Asher, 2001; Holland 1997). 

Research has to a large degree supported that individuals 
make career decisions based on their interest, but person-en-
vironment fit theories have also been criticized for not taking 
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into account other important factors. It has been pointed out 
that career decision making happens in context of a social back-
ground and prior experiences, and characteristics shaped by 
these experiences, such as self-efficacy, play a role (Betz, 2001; 
Gati & Asher, 2001; Kidd, 2006). Other theories on decision 
making have also emphasized these factors. Structural theories 
focus for instance on the social environment of individuals, such 
as family background, social-economic status and gender, and 
explain how this delimits the educational and career choices and 
opportunities available (Kidd, 2006). Another category of the-
ories focuses on both social and cognitive dimensions and how 
educational and career choice is influenced by self-efficacy and 
outcome expectations. Self-efficacy refers to the view individ-
uals have of their own capabilities, either in general or in spe-
cific domains, while outcome expectations refer to beliefs about 
probable outcomes (Betz, 2001; Lent et al., 1994). Research has 
shown that self-efficacy plays an important role – especially in 
terms of avoidance. That is, those with low self-efficacy in cer-
tain areas tend to avoid educational and career choices related 
to these areas. 

How people make decisions is also relevant in this context. 
Not only is it important that individuals have access to infor-
mation about what study or career options are available, but 
also how they use the information when making decisions. 
People differ in terms of deliberation; some are quite sponta-
neous career decision makers, while others systematically exam-
inate their choices (Osipow, 1990). That is, some fall into the 
first accessible career path while others deliberately search out 
opportunities in their chosen path. It has also been pointed out 
that students at the end of compulsory education might not 
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have the cognitive capabilities to make rational choices, taking 
all the information into account (Kuipjers, et al., 2010). 

There are therefore various factors involved when considering 
educational and career choice. Research on what determines the 
choice of either academic or vocational upper secondary school 
pathways has indeed shown that individual, social, and contex-
tual influences play a role.

4.3 EDUCATIONAL CHOICE: ACADEMIC  

OR VOCATIONAL?

The disparity of esteem between academic and vocational path-
ways has long made vocational education the lesser choice for 
young people and their parents (e.g., Cedefop, 2014; Billett, 
2014; Hoeckel, 2007; Wolf, 2011). In Iceland, as in many other 
countries, academically oriented curriculum, and an empha-
sis on knowledge-based pathways into higher education has 
resulted in vocational education being seen as a second-best 
choice (Bleazby, 2015; Eiríksdóttir, et al, 2018, 2022; Nylund et 
al., 2018; Swift & Fisher, 2011). As a general backdrop, the cul-
ture encourages students to choose academic rather than voca-
tional pathways. 

The situation is of course more complex, and research has 
shown that a variety of factors play a role (Mann, et al., 2020; 
Maxwell et al., 2000). Some of the factors that have been shown 
to matter are: Parental background and influence, peer-group 
relationships, school reputation, stereotypes and role models, as 
well as knowledge about career options and educational pathways. 

Research has indicated that parents tend to direct their chil-
dren towards academic programmes, ostensibly to keep the path 
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to higher education open (Blöndal, et al., 2016; Braun, et al., 
2011; Eiríksdóttir, et al., 2018). This seems especially true for par-
ents with university education and socio-economic status (SES) 
plays a role in this context. Higher SES means more resources, 
both to assist students in making an informed choice and suc-
cessfully applying, but also to get the grades needed for entry 
into competitive academic upper secondary schools and pro-
grammes (Dovemark et al., 2018; Eiríksdóttir et al., 2018; Hor-
vat et al., 2003; OECD, 2021; Magnúsdóttir & Garðarsdóttir, 
2018; Wolf, 2011). As the upper secondary school system in Ice-
land is defined as a single school district, admission into the 
most sought-after schools and programs can be competitive and 
grades from elementary schools are important. Higher grades 
are usually required for entry into academic programs than voca-
tional programs. As a result, students with lower grades have less 
of a choice in upper secondary education, and conversely less 
popular vocational pathways are more likely to be available to 
these students (Eiríksdóttir et al., 2022). 

Peer group relationships matter and where and what their 
friends intend to study has been found to influence the deci-
sion of young people. Research shows that students entering aca-
demic pathways are more likely to have followed their friends in 
their choice of upper secondary education instead of deliberately 
choosing a programme for study compared to those enrolling in 
vocational programmes (Blöndal & Ægisdóttir, 2013; Blöndal 
et al. 2016). There are even indications that students lacking in 
social peer group relations find it easier to choose vocational 
education and make a non-traditional choice (Kristjánsdóttir, 
2020). Additionally, research has shown that a lack of belonging 
predicts depressive symptomology in college students (Dutcher 
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et al.). Upper secondary school students in Iceland are around 
the same age as college students in the US and these results 
therefore suggest that a sense of belonging is not a trivial issue.

The reputation of the school matters as well. Some schools 
have a reputation for active social life and extracurricular activ-
ities, and these can influence educational choice (Magnúsdót-
tir & Garðarsdóttir, 2018). For many 15–16-year-olds the most 
important part in their life is interacting with their peer group, 
and they understandably consider the opportunities for doing so 
when choosing where and what to study (Svavarsdóttir, 2010). 
In Iceland, vocational schools and programs tend to have a 
worse reputation for extracurricular activities than many aca-
demic schools, and this seems to a degree to stem from the fact 
that many VET students are older – often with jobs and fam-
ily responsibilities – and therefore less likely to actively partici-
pate in the school’s social events (Eiríksdóttir et al., 2018). This 
means that a 16-year-old will be less likely to interact with their 
peer group with similar interests if they choose vocational pro-
gramme.

Role models are also important for education and career 
choice (Gibson, 2004; Quimby & DeSantis, 2006). In Iceland, 
students enrolled in vocational education are more likely to have 
parents with a vocational background (Blöndal, et al., 2016). 
Gender plays a part in this context and young people tend to 
choose career paths that are typical for their gender (Guðráðs-
dóttir, 2018). This is especially important for vocational educa-
tion as the majority of Icelandic VET programs are male ori-
ented (Eiríksdóttir, et al., 2018).

Knowledge about careers and educational pathways on offer 
is another important factor. The view that choosing an academic 
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pathway keeps all options open and delays actual career choice 
until enrolling in higher education, is prevalent and, for many, 
desirable. There has been some discussion on whether 15- and 
16-year-olds are ready to choose a career, and this idea has been 
used to rationalize more open, interdisciplinary vocational pro-
grammes for the youngest students, both in Iceland and some of 
the other Nordic countries, e.g., Denmark and Norway (Eiríks-
dóttir et al., 2018; Helms Jørgensen et al., 2018). It can also be 
questioned how much information on vocational options stu-
dents get when preparing to choose upper secondary educa-
tion. Recent policy emphasis (MoESC, 2014) has emphasised 
more focused education and career counselling is needed for the 
students graduating from elementary education – especially in 
terms of introducing them to vocational programs. However, 
knowledge about vocational pathways can also come from per-
sonal work experience. Anecdotally, the influx of second chance 
and returning students into VET in Iceland has been connected 
to these students getting jobs in the vocational fields and then 
returning to school to get their vocational qualifications. 

Overall, it is clear that choosing vocational education is influ-
enced by a constellation of factors – both personal and societal 
ones. In Iceland, this decision is also made within a culture that 
has traditionally valued academic education and the pathway 
to higher education more highly than vocational pathways. It 
is therefore interesting to consider how those who have chosen 
vocational pathways explain their choice. 
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2.4 AIMS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The aim of the current paper is to map the reasons and rationale 
for why recently graduated journeymen chose a vocational field 
to study. First, by looking at the influence of prior work experience 
and knowledge of the field specifically, and secondly by themati-
cally analysing provided reasons for why they chose to study what 
they did in upper secondary school. The data analysed comes 
from an online questionnaire sent to all, then recently gradu-
ated, journeymen in the certified trades in Iceland.

3 METHOD

The data used in the current analysis are a part of a larger study 
on the dual system in the certified trades in Iceland. In the study, 
recently graduated journeymen, vocational teachers, and work-
place trainers in all certified trades in Iceland were sent an online 
questionnaire. Here, only the data from the recently graduated 
journeymen are used. 

3.1 PARTICIPANTS

Participants were recently graduated journeymen in all the 
certified trades in Iceland in 2017, a population of 3222. The 
e-mail addresses of the journeymen were obtained from voca-
tional education centres overseeing journeymen’s exams. The 
total number of email addresses was 2175, representing about 
68% of the journeymen population. A total of 319 journeymen 
responded, which is a 15% response rate. The low response rate 
is in part likely due to a number of e-mail accounts no longer 
in use. Altogether 322 e-mail accounts were closed, and the lack 
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of response suggests many more might have been inactive. The 
response rate is therefore likely higher than reported. However, 
many participants skipped questions or did not answer more 
than the first few questions – and as a result the number of par-
ticipants answering each question is lower than the overall num-
ber of participants. To maintain privacy, the researchers received 
only a list of e-mails and no further information about the par-
ticipants, it was therefore not possible to follow-up on the lack 
of responses with more targeted methods, such as phone calls.

Because of the low response rate, it is not clear whether those 
responding are representative of the population or if a self-se-
lection or non-response bias might play a role. However, the 
respondents appear to adequately represent the expected fre-
quency for trade, gender, and age in the population. The per-
centage of participants belonging to individual trades (e.g., car-
penters, hairdressers, electricians) roughly corresponded to the 
percentages of the trades in general. The majority of participants 
(75%) were male and between the age of 20 and 40 years. This 
corresponds to the percentages in the journeyman population 
in general (MoESC, 2018).

The choice was made to select graduated journeymen rather 
than vocational students as participants because the aim of the 
questionnaire was to capture their whole experience of being a 
student in the certified trades (both in school as an apprentice). 
Differences between individual programmes and trades means 
that it would be difficult to interpret answers from current stu-
dents, as they would depend on how much of the studies were 
completed at the time. At the same time, it was important to get 
views of those with similar experiences and therefore only those 
who had graduated within the past two to five years were selected. 
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3.2 THE QUESTIONNAIRE

The questionnaire included items on different topics related to 
studying in a vocational dual system, for example integration 
of the periods at school and work, competencies developed at 
school and work, and identity development. The questionnaire 
was developed based on results from prior interviews with jour-
neymen, teachers, and trainers (Eiríksdóttir, 2017, 2018) and 
from prior research in this area (Virtanen et al. 2014). The cur-
rent focus is on questions on prior knowledge of and experience 
with the trade, and reasons provided for choosing to study the 
vocation. 

3.3 PROCEDURE

The questionnaire was initially sent out in May of 2017 and 
the participants received five reminders over the course of the 
following four months. Data collection was closed at the end of 
September. Before starting the questionnaire, the participants 
received information on the purpose of the study and told they 
could skip questions and withdraw at any time. 

The data analyses are on one hand based on descriptive sta-
tistics and correlations and on the other, based on thematic 
analysis of written answers to an open-ended question. The 
descriptive statistics are used to describe the frequency (f) and 
percentage (%) of participants selecting each alternative of the 
questions. Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to investi-
gate the correlation between different alternatives where par-
ticipants could select more than one answer. Statistical signifi-
cance (p) was set at 0.05. 
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The thematic analysis was used to categorize written answers 
to an open-ended question: “Why did you choose to study 
this field in upper secondary school”. Altogether 154 partici-
pants provided a written response (48% of participants). The 
answers were thematically categorized and analysed. The process 
of doing so was based on Clarke and Braun’s (2016) thematic 
analysis, moving from data familiarization to coding, and then 
on to creating and refining themes. However, the answers var-
ied considerably in length, from one-word answers to a few sen-
tences long, and therefore the thematic analysis was quite simple 
in many cases. Some lengthier responses (40% or 26%) could be 
categorized in two separates thematic categories of reasons and 
as a result the total number of provided reasons for choosing a 
particular vocational field (instances of reasons) were 194.

4 RESULTS

The results are in two sections. In the first, prior experience with 
and knowledge of the trade before starting the studies is anal-
ysed. The second deals with an analysis of the question why this 
field was selected for study. 

4.1 PRIOR KNOWLEDGE OF AND EXPERIENCE  

WITH VOCATION

The recently graduated journeymen were asked about their prior 
exposure to trades and vocational education. First, they were 
asked whether they had been introduced to vocational educa-
tion programmes while in compulsory school and 77% said no 
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(or 143 out of 186 who answered). It seems that for the partici-
pants vocational education was rarely introduced as an option 
for future studies while they were in compulsory school.

The participants were then asked whether they did have 
any knowledge of the trade before starting their studies. Of 
the recently graduated journeymen 187 answered the question 
(59%) and as they could select more than one option, alto-
gether 255 options were selected (see Table 1). Almost half of 
the responses selected (44%) referred to having knowledge from 
parents, other family members, or friends. About one fourth of 
the selected options were that they had previously worked in 
the trade (27%), and another fourth that they did not have any 
knowledge about the trade before starting their studies (24%).

Table 1.  Shows the frequency (f) and percentage (%) of the responses 
chosen by recently graduated journeymen (more than one answer could 
be selected), outlining their prior exposure to and knowledge of the 
trade they eventually studied. 

Did you have any knowledge about the 
trade before you started your studies? 

f
% out of  

255 responses  
in total

I had worked in the trade 70 27%

My parents had worked in the trade 31 12%

I had knowledge from other family mem-
bers (not parents)

38 15%

I had knowledge from friends 43 17%

I did not have any knowledge about the 
trade beforehand

60 24%

I had knowledge from somewhere else 13 5%

Total 255 100%
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 Those 13 participants who selected the option “I had knowledge 
from somewhere else“ were asked to explain their answer. When 
those answers were analysed most referred to prior work-related 
experience – not necessarily in the trade itself, but in an adja-
cent field or position. For example, working as a nail techni-
cian before starting to study to become a beautician or working 
in a bakery before starting to study to become a baker. A few 
mention being influenced by either seeing a professional in the 
field at work (for example a photographer or a hairdresser) or a 
non-professional family member doing work related to the field 
(for example mother sewing or a father repairing machinery).

As participants could choose more than one option the cor-
relation between the reasons given for having knowledge about 
the trade (previous work, through parents, family, or friends) 
was calculated (see Table 2). Significant positive correlation was 
found for (a) having worked in the trade and having parents in 
the trade, (b) having parents in the trade and knowledge from 
other family members, and (c) having knowledge from other 
family members and from friends. This indicates that some par-
ticipants have various familial and social relationships with oth-
ers in the trade before they begin studying the trade. That is, 
their social environment is populated with people who belong 
to the trade in question. As expected, not having any knowledge 
before starting to study the trade was significantly and negatively 
correlated with the four reasons for having knowledge about 
trade (see Table 2).
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Table 2.  Shows the Pearson‘s correlation (r) between the four reasons 
provided for having knowledge about the trade before starting school 
(N = 189). 

Did you have any knowledge about the 
trade before you started your studies? 

1 2 3 4

1. I had worked in the trade 1 .22* .05 .03

2. My parents had worked in the trade - 1 .17* -.04

3. I had knowledge from other family 
members

- - 1 .20*

4. I had knowledge from friends - - - 1

5. I did not have any knowledge about 
the trade beforehand

-.52** -.30** -.34** -.34**

*p < .05, **p < .001

The recently graduated journeymen were also asked directly 
whether they had any experience with working in their trade 
before starting the programme. More than half (58%) said that 
they had no prior experience with work in the trade, while 42% 
had worked in the field previously. Of those who had work expe-
rience 12% had worked in the trade for more than 5 years (see 
Table 3). 

When the journeymen were divided into two groups based 
on age, those under 30-years-old were more likely to have had no 
experience working in the trade while the older were more likely 
to have over 5 years of work experience (see Table 3).
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Table 3.  Shows the frequency (f) and percentage (%) of recently 
 graduated journeymen based on their prior experience of working in 
the trade they eventually chose and graduated from. Percentage of 
those younger and older than 30 years is also shown and significant 
difference in  frequency is depicted by letters. If the letters differ, then 
there is a significant difference (p < .05) between the groups in selecting 
the  answer option.

Did you have any experience 
 working in the trade before you 
started your studies?

f % % of age group

< 30 years  
(n = 101)

> 30 years  
(n = 87)

I had no experience working  
in the trade

109 58 65a 49b

I had worked in the trade  
for less than a year

23 12 14a 10a

I had worked in the trade  
for 1–5 years

33 18 18a 15a

I had worked in the trade  
for over 5 years

23 12 3a 23b

Total 188 100 100 100

What these results suggest is that those who choose to study the 
trades in upper secondary school and graduate, fall into three 
general groups: (1) those who have little or no knowledge of or 
experience with the trades prior to studying that trade in upper 
secondary school. (2) Those who have prior experience through 
working the trade, and (3) those who have some prior knowl-
edge of the trade through family and friends (but not work). 
On the whole, 178 participants could be divided into these three 
groups (see Table 4). It must be noted that there is some overlap 
between the last two groups as 43 participants had both prior 
knowledge of trade from family and friends and prior work 
experience. Here participants are categorized as having work 
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experience regardless of whether they have any prior knowledge 
or not. That is, work experience was made to take precedence 
over knowledge from family and friends. This shows that almost 
half of the recently graduated journeymen had experience with 
working in the trade before starting their studies. But it is also 
interesting to note that third had no prior knowledge nor any 
experience with the trade before enrolling into the programme. 

Table 4.  Shows the frequency (f) and percentage (%) of recently gradu-
ated journeymen who could be categorized based on how they answered 
questions on prior work experience and prior knowledge of trade. 

Categorization of participants f %

No prior knowledge nor prior  
work experience

57 32

Prior work experience in trade 79 44

Prior knowledge of trade,  
but no work experience

42 24

Total 178 100

4.2 REASONS FOR CHOOSING VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

The recently graduated journeymen were asked why they chose 
to study their vocational field in upper secondary school. The 
thematic categories of reasons are shown in Table 5. Almost half 
of the reasons provided concerned being interested in this par-
ticular trade. Other reasons were less common, ranging from 
5% to 10% of total responses. Where an answer fell into two 
thematic categories, interest in the field was one of them in 30% 
of cases as would be expected. Each category will be described 
more fully in turn.



245

Table 5.  Shows the frequency (f), percentage (%), and examples of each 
category of the reasons recently graduated journeymen provided for 
choosing a particular vocational field/trade for study. 

Thematic categorization of reasons f %

1. Interest in trade 82 42

Example quotes: “This was my field of interest“; “Because this is my fa-
vorite thing to do“; “I have an unfailing interest in jewellery and design“; 
“An interest in machinery“.

2. Interest in the job 19 10

Example quotes: “It’s my dream job“; “It‘s such a fun and diverse job“; 
“I had intended to become an electrician since I was a kid“; “I wanted to 
become a machinist/engineer at sea“.

3. Interest in practical fields / like working with 
their hands 

19 10

Example quotes: “I like taking things apart and putting them back to-
gether“; “I am a jack-of-all-trades“; I wanted to work in a practical field …“; 
“I have always been good with my hands and creative“.

4. Practical choice 17 9

Example quotes: “Practical. A secure job“; “Good to have [the qualifica-
tions], very useful and you can work part-time or wherever“; “There is 
always a need for plummers“; “The qualifications fit well with my prior 
education“.

5. Coincidence/gave it a try 17 9

Example quotes: “It just happened“; “Just because; wanted to try some-
thing new“; “It was a coincidence“; “Because what I wanted to learn was 
not taught, so I decided try this trade as a back-up“.

6. Choosing away from academics 13 7

Example quotes: “I have difficulties with academic courses“; “Just chose 
something where I didn‘t have to study Danish“; “… very few academic 
courses in the programme“; “… academic programmes did not interest 
[me]”.

7. Worked in the field 11 6
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Thematic categorization of reasons f %

Example quotes: “I had worked in the field for a long time“; “It started as 
a summer job with my best friend, haven‘t stopped since, even when my 
friend went into another field“; “I was already working in the trade and 
decided to go to school to get the qualifications“; “I have worked in the 
field more or less all my life“.

8. Influenced by family or friends 10 5

Example quotes: “I didn‘t know what I should study so I chose the same 
field that my father is in“; “My father works in the trade, with a good rep-
utation“; “My father is a master in the trade, my father-in-law is a master 
in the trade … “; “Some older friends of mine were learning the trade“.

9. Does not provide a clear reasons 6 3

Example quotes: “Just because“; “No specific reason“.

Total 194 100

The descriptions of the reasons that fell into the category inter-
est in trade could be roughly divided into two, either general or 
specific. The general reasons were for instance “because this is 
interesting” (see Table 5). More specific reasons provided more 
detailed descriptions of why this interest developed, for instance 
“I got interested in what electricity was and where it came from 
after watching documentaries” or elaborations on what they 
found interesting about the field, for example “I love designing 
and working with the Adobe software, creating layout, thinking 
about fonts, image resolution … everything is fun!”. 

Some participants referred to the job itself rather than the 
field specifically when describing their interest (see Table 5). In 
some cases, they referred to specific characteristics of the job, for 
instance: “The working hours are flexible and it’s fun to do phys-
ical work”, while others referred to the job title specifically, for 
example “I wanted to become a photographer”. It can be debated 
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whether there is a difference between describing an interest in 
a field or a job but being interested in a specific field does not 
necessarily mean being interested in a specific job and a specific 
job title might also encompass more than just what captures 
interest. It is therefore worthwhile to consider these separate, 
albeit quite related, categories.

Being interested in practical fields or like working with their 
hands was also mentioned as reason for choosing a vocational 
programme (see Table 5). In some cases, the participants specifi-
cally mention academic proficiency as an opposite, for example: 
“Books are not for me. But working with my hands, playing with 
steel and seeing this material turning soft as butter. That got me. 
And finally, some good grades”. Another participant mentioned 
math specifically, “I have problems with math, but I’m handy 
and clever in a practical way.” The academic and vocational path-
ways are here positioned as opposites, even if this is not necessar-
ily true. Electricians for example need to be proficient in math 
and physics and beauticians in physiology and dermatology. This 
notion of selecting something not academic was also a thematic 
category (see Table 5) and was often included as an additional 
reason. In some cases though it was the focus, notably for par-
ticipants reporting negative experience of school, for example: 
“Teachers thought I was bad at school and told me this was the 
only thing I could do”. Others related their experience to learning 
difficulties: “Dyslexia and other learning difficulties in academic 
subjects. Teachers in certain schools did not seem to realize that 
a student might be trying hard but couldn’t deliver what was 
expected due to learning difficulties. Instead, the teachers con-
cluded that you were lazy and stupid. And that turned me away 
from academic programmes into vocational studies”. 
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Practical reasons were also provided for choosing a vocational 
field (see Table 5). These usually referred to job security, flexibil-
ity, independence, and connections with both prior education 
and future options. In one case immediate practicalities were 
cited: “I had gotten a woman pregnant and needed a ‘real job’ 
to provide for the family”. Some participants cited coincidence or 
giving it a try as the reason for their choice (see Table 5). In a few 
cases the participants elaborated on how they saw this choice 
as a coincidence or happenstance, for example: “I wanted to do 
something easy and fun in between [graduating from] upper 
secondary school and going to university, but also something 
that would serve me well. [I] completely fell for the trade and 
have worked [in it] full time since then”. Another participant 
gave an example of working in an adjacent occupation: “Coin-
cidence. I was offered a job in a plumbing store and exaggerated 
my understanding of plumbing a bit to land the job. A few years 
later I had gained a good understanding of the field and asked 
customers whether they needed an apprentice”. 

Having a job in the field was also a thematic category (see 
Table 5) and in all cases it involved the participant having started 
working in the field for some reason and then continuing to 
study for qualifications. In some cases, the work experience 
opened their eyes and focused their interest while in others get-
ting qualifications seemed sensible as one participant said: “I 
started studying carpentry but quit. Coincidentally, I got a job 
working for a mason/bricklayer and soon after I decided to ask 
him for a contract [as an apprentice] and get the qualifications 
over with, just to finish some education”. 

A few recently graduated journeymen also cited the influence 
of family and friends as a reason for their choice (see Table 5). In 
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most cases familiarity and accessibility seems the key, but many 
also cite interest. One even went so far to say, “I have electricity 
in my blood”, effectively describing the combined influence of 
interest and family. 

5 DISCUSSION

In general, the results indicate that those who choose vocational 
education pathways at upper secondary schools in Iceland can be 
categorized depending on their prior knowledge and experience. 
There are those who have prior work experience, which here 
was almost half of the participants, then those who have prior 
knowledge (but not work experience) from friends and family, 
and finally those who had neither prior knowledge nor expe-
rience. The results therefore suggest that prior knowledge and 
experience matters and that, as research has suggested, the influ-
ence of family and friends is particularly important (Blöndal, 
et al., 2016; Blöndal & Ægisdóttir, 2013; Kristjánsdóttir, 2020). 
Furthermore, the view that recruitment of vocational students is 
often made through work experiences is also supported. As par-
ticipants with work experience were more likely to be older than 
those without, this would suggest that an important pathway 
into vocational education is through later re-entry into upper 
secondary education. It is therefore important that this pathway 
is kept open. Overall, these results suggest that recruitment for 
vocational pathways might need to be targeted based on prior 
experience and knowledge. Also, reinforcing the idea that efforts 
of informing young people of educational options are important 
to increase vocational enrolment.

The analysis of the reasons the recently graduated journey-
men provided for choosing their field of study revealed eight dif-
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ferent, but interrelated, thematic categories. The most common 
reason cited was interest, interest in the trade, the job, or prac-
tical fields. This fits well with dominant theories on educational 
choice emphasizing the fit between the person and the envi-
ronment and the role of interest (Gati & Asher, 2001; Holland 
1997; Osipow, 1990). Other reasons cited were practicalities, 
already working in the field or being influenced by family and 
friends. It is therefore clear that the social environment also plays 
a role in the decision of choosing vocational education (Gati & 
Asher, 2001; Kidd, 2006). Already working in the field means 
that the individual has had an opportunity to match themselves 
to the environment and figure out whether they can see them-
selves belonging to field and doing the work. Successfully nav-
igating the work environment should only increase their sense 
self-efficacy in this area and provide a basis for positive outcome 
expectations (Betz, 2001; Lent et al, 1994). 

Self-efficacy can also be seen to play a role for those who 
described what could be called a negative choice. Some partici-
pants specifically said that the important part was not choosing 
academic pathways and discussed previous negative school expe-
rience. Lack of self-efficacy in an academic education (as is dom-
inant in the Icelandic school system) therefore seems to direct 
some people towards vocational education. Here the disparity of 
esteem between academic and vocational education is import-
ant as this choice is then not seen as a choice based on interest 
or self-determination (a positive choice), but as an unavoidable 
second-rate or negative choice for those who cannot thrive in 
the academic environment society seems to value more. 

Finally, coincidence was cited as reason for why participants 
ended in vocational education and shows the importance of 
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considering how people make decisions in this context (Osipow, 
1990). For some people, entering vocational pathways might not 
be a deliberate choice, but rather an accidental one. But it would 
however be worthwhile to investigate how societal and back-
ground factors might shape these coincidences and opportu-
nities. 

6 CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The results of the study provide a rough mapping of the reasons 
and rationale for why some choose vocational education over 
academic pathways at the upper secondary level in Iceland. It is 
clear that there is a constellation of reasons for why vocational 
education is chosen, both personal and societal, even if interest 
clearly was the main reason provided. The influence of prior 
work experience and knowledge of the field seems clear, and 
the results suggests that recruitment into vocational education 
might need to be tailored to different groups based on this, but 
more research is needed. 

Here it must be kept in mind that the participants in the 
study were all recently graduated journeymen when answering 
the questionnaire. This means that these students are not only 
those who chose vocational studies, but also graduated, having 
both successfully completed the program at school and the man-
datory weeks as apprentices. These participants had the hind-
sight of a successful completion and might also be interpret-
ing their rationale for choosing the field through that lens. It 
is therefore important to investigate the reasons for choosing 
vocational pathways within the group that recently made this 
choice, students at the start of their studies – and taking into 
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account their prior knowledge and experience. 
The focus here has been on reasons why students choose voca-

tional pathways, but to fully understand the dynamic of upper 
secondary choice it is also important to understand why stu-
dents do not consider vocational education as an option. Fur-
ther investigation should both look at the rationale for choice 
for those who do choose vocational education and those who do 
not. By doing so, it might be possible to tease out the intersec-
tion of personal as well as socio-cultural influences determining 
whether young people consider vocational education an option.

The results of this study provide a general outline of influ-
ences and reasons for choosing vocational pathways in upper 
secondary schools – but due to the limitation of the study (pos-
sibilities of self-selection, hindsight bias, and low response rate) 
these should be considered suggestive and used as the basis on 
which to build further investigation in this area.
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ABSTRACT:

Italy’s higher education system is composed, almost exclu-
sively, by academic and university-based training paths. 
Recently, it was only in 2010 that a system of non-academic 
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Higher Vocational Education and Training (HVET) was estab-
lished, with the ITS (Istituti Tecnici Superiori - Higher Technical 
Institutes). They are post-diploma technical and vocational edu-
cational pathways and target those technological and innovative 
areas considered priorities for economic development and com-
petitiveness at the national level. 

ITS courses, based on the pedagogical principle of work-
based learning, provide an innovative experience of higher edu-
cation that combines theory and practice in a complete develop-
ment of the person, leading to excellent employment prospects. 
Through ITS courses students can develop different skills 
related to different economic and social areas (new technol-
ogies, social mobility, green energy, cultural activities, tour-
ism) but also to promote critical and analytical thinking, 
creativity and problem solving. Flexibility is the main char-
acteristic of this type of educational pathway, which means 
different organizational, didactic and design directions to 
create an educational program that can adapt each student’s 
curriculum to different work and socio-territorial contexts.

The aim of this paper is to present Italy’s higher non-ac-
ademic Higher Vocational Education and Training system, 
starting from a pedagogical rediscovery of the educational 
value of work and including an analysis of the ITS Academy 
system, which has recently been reformed and relaunched. 
The analysis of these systems will follow a pedagogical 
approach, starting from some data provided by recent stud-
ies and institutional surveys. 

Some of the main and up-to-date challenges that face the 
Italian ITS system will be discussed, such as: is it possible to 
successfully combine theory and practice in higher educa-
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tion? Can a parallel system of non-academic tertiary education 
be established alongside the traditional university system?

KEYWORDS:

Vocational Education and Training; Non-Academic Higher 
Education; work-based learning; ITS Academy; Italy.

INTRODUCTION

Higher education systems around the world are experiencing 
a phase of epochal change: the pandemic has accelerated cer-
tain trends that had already been underway for some time, 
starting with the massive implementation of digital technol-
ogy in teaching activities (Marin, 2021) and then progressing 
to a discussion of even more fundamental issues such as the 
educational value of the relationship between teachers and 
students and among students themselves (Bristow et al., 2021).

Higher education universities, academies, and other tertiary 
institutions are now finding themselves rethinking their peda-
gogical function in order to address the changed, shifting, and 
unpredictable socio-historical context (McLaughlin et al., 2020; 
Levine & Van Pelt, 2021).

One of the increasingly important issues that all European 
education systems now face is discerning how to combine the-
ory and practice within the educational pathways they pro-
vide. The topic is particularly relevant at higher education level, 
where frequently there is a lack of a well-established historical 
tradition and cultural awareness of a work-based learning ped-
agogical paradigm in the design of education pathways (Cun-
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ningham et al. 2004; Potestio, 2020; CEDEFOP, 2021). Italy 
is one of the countries where negative prejudice against the 
educational value of work is more widespread and deep-rooted 
(Bertagna, 2011).

Higher education systems around the world are experienc-
ing a phase of epochal change: the pandemic has accelerated 
certain trends that had already been underway for some time, 
starting with the massive implementation of digital technol-
ogy in teaching activities (Marin, 2021) and then progressing 
to a discussion of even more fundamental issues such as the 
educational value of the relationship between teachers and 
students and among students themselves (Bristow et al., 2021).

In the Italian school contest is becoming evident that higher 
education universities, academies, and other tertiary institutions 
are now finding themselves rethinking their pedagogical func-
tion in order to address the changed, shifting, and unpredict-
able socio-historical context (McLaughlin et al., 2020; Levine 
& Van Pelt, 2021).

One of the increasingly important issues that all Euro-
pean education systems now face is discerning how to com-
bine theory and practice within the educational pathways 
they provide. In the specific Italian case, which will be anal-
ysed below, the topic is particularly relevant at higher education 
level, where frequently there is a lack of a well-established his-
torical tradition and cultural awareness of a work-based learn-
ing pedagogical paradigm in the design of education pathways 
(Cunningham et al. 2004; Potestio, 2020; CEDEFOP, 2021). 
Italy is one of the countries where negative prejudice against the 
educational value of work is more widespread and deep-rooted 
(Bertagna, 2011).
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Nevertheless, new study programs at post-secondary and ter-
tiary educational level, which have been designed, developed 
and implemented outside of the academic realm, are expanding 
rapidly and attracting increasing attention all around Europe. In 
those countries where the so-called dual system of VET (Voca-
tional Education and Training) is long established (i.e. Austria, 
Germany and Switzerland), hybrid forms of work-based aca-
demic education that combine elements of vocational training 
and higher education (Graf, 2017) have recently been devel-
oped; but countries with a more “traditional” higher education 
system are also wondering how to keep theoretical learning and 
professional development together, enabling a horizontal and 
cross-boundary contextual learning process and promoting 
collaboration on multiple levels and between multiple subjects, 
both inside and outside academia (Magni & Mazzini, 2018).

The report of the International Labour Organization (2020), 
an extensive data collection and modelling efforts to develop 
new global estimates of indicators that provide a comprehen-
sive picture of labour markets, mentions that labor relations are 
changing. We are witnessing increasing poverty and social exclu-
sion. Manufacturing activity has been hard hit, leading to a neg-
ative impact on business confidence and investment decisions. 
Trade and geopolitical tensions additionally depress confidence 
and GDP growth, and can have far-reaching ramifications for 
employment through global supply chains. 

The enormous challenges in the world of work – including 
persistent inequalities and exclusion – call for a critical reflec-
tion on the adequacy of our methods and concepts, with pos-
sible innovations, to address today’s challenges. We need to 
understand whether people of working age can realize their 
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full potential in their employment. Inequality and widespread 
decent work deficits not only lead to economic inefficiency, but 
can also undermine social cohesion within countries. Govern-
ments, workers and employers must continue to prioritize active 
labour market policies. But we are not just facing only a new 
industrial revolution. 

Our time is characterized by uncertainty, complexity and 
unpredictability: it is a matter of consciously living this accel-
erated change of era. For this reason, we need to rethink our 
education systems (European Commission, 2012), and we are 
already running out of time.

The world of work has had to adapt by creating a structured 
path to cope with the over-segmentation of university disci-
plinary sectors. Higher education pathways (and, in particular, 
vocational higher education) must be designed and structured 
for jobs that have not yet been created, for technologies that 
have not yet been invented, to solve problems we have not yet 
even imagined (OECD, 2018). 

For this reason, what is important is not only to learn an 
objective craft, as if it were something external to our person, 
outside of each of us; but we also need to hold tight to the 
things that enter the depths of our souls from the outside, that 
are recognized not only by the senses and intellect but which 
also touch the heart and spirit (Bertagna, 2021, in particular pp. 
222-225). Thus, new degree courses have been created, includ-
ing within academia, the so called “professional degrees” (lau-
ree professionalizzanti): this type of three-year bachelor’s degree 
aims to provide more contact with the world of work in certain 
occupational fields (such as construction, agriculture, energy). 
These new courses of study, among other consequences, have led 
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to the need for practitioners with skills from different profes-
sional fields to participate in the training pathways; to increase 
collaboration, inside and outside universities, between profes-
sionals, researchers and experts. 

In such a rapidly changing context, the importance of build-
ing a coherent and strong VET system, that is equal in value 
to the more traditional school curricula, even at the tertiary 
level of education, is now internationally recognized as a pri-
ority for the educational policies of every country (Pilz, 2017; 
Guile & Unwin, 2019; Pilz & Li, 2020).

Against this backdrop, this paper aims to present and ana-
lyze the Italian tertiary vocational training educational path-
ways, represented by the ITS (Istituti Tecnici Superiori - Higher 
Technical Institutes) launched in 2010.

These institutes do not have national programs or curricula 
and use different teaching methodologies, to be more flexible 
and able to respond to the needs of both the chosen professional 
field and the socio-territorial context of reference. Teachers in 
ITS are mostly practitioners, coming from the world of work 
and the professions, and their mission is to convey to students 
the passion, knowledge and skills they have acquired in the pro-
fessional field. One of the main aspects of this curriculum is the 
prominent role of labs and internships, in accordance with the 
pedagogical principle of work-based learning.

This non-academic Higher Education VET system is still at 
an “embryonic stage” in Italy and ITS courses need to be studied 
and analyzed to grasp their novelty and originality, also recog-
nizing that there are still relatively few studies on them, given 
their recent implementation. The success of ITS is not only a 
question of good employment outcomes, as will be seen later, 
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but is also based on the involvement and motivation of the stu-
dents, in the growth and development of the whole person. 

This article will also give a brief overview of IFTS (Istruzione 
e Formazione Tecnica Superiore) courses, post-diploma technical 
specialization training courses, which together with ITS repre-
sent the Italian way to vocational, technical and non-academic 
higher education.

HIGHER EDUCATION AND THE EDUCATIONAL 
VALUE OF WORK

Before proceeding, a brief introduction is needed, without 
which the reason for a pedagogical interest in non-academic 
tertiary pathways of a vocational nature cannot be fully under-
stood.

An essential starting point is, in fact, the recognition of 
the formative value of work, of every working activity – when 
performed with responsibility without making distinctions 
between intellectual and manual work – if undertaken con-
sciously, in freedom and responsibility, and preceded and fol-
lowed by appropriate theoretical in-depth studies and moments 
of critical reflection. In this light, all work can be an important 
source of personal skills development for young and adults alike 
(Bertagna, 2017).

The starting point is then the acknowledgement that all 
working activities, of any nature, come with sociality, humanis-
tic, scientific and technological knowledge and – in order to be 
performed properly – require the interaction of practical and 
theoretical skills in real situations. Work is indeed a treasure 



266

whose underlying structure consists of theoretical principles, 
operational techniques and actions. In this view, work is con-
ceived as an educational, instructive and training process in its 
own right and is considered in its unavoidable – or rather, always 
possible if recognized critically and reflexively, in freedom and 
personal responsibility – educational and training dimension 
(Cegolon, 2020).

The overall commonalities across the range of offerings from 
universities, vocational colleges and schools that constitute the 
broad field of vocational education are broadly associated with 
developing and sustaining individuals’ capacities required for 
work and working life. That is, their educational purpose are pri-
marily concerned with (i) identifying the knowledge required 
for effective performance in an occupation; (ii) organizing expe-
riences for the learning of that knowledge; then (iii) finding 
ways of enacting the experiences so that learnes can become 
effective in occupational practice and (iv) also be sustained in 
that effectiveness across working life including transitions to 
other occupations (Billet, 2011, p. 25) 

In order to restore the full pedagogical and training dimen-
sion to work, it is necessary first of all to recognize the unity of 
each human person, rediscovering a unitary and positive anthro-
pological vision. The pedagogical principle of work-based learn-
ing and the didactical methodology of combining theory and 
practice, school and work require as an anthropological prem-
ise the awareness that each person – on whom all educational 
practices focus – is made up of spirit and body, mind, hands and 
heart, reflection and action.

Introducing young people to work in an effective higher VET 
system cannot be reduced to learning a craft or a means of reduc-
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ing youth unemployment. These are important goals, but there 
is something more. As we learnt from John Dewey’s concerns 
expressed more than a century ago, vocational education and 
training could – but should not be – only «interpreted in the-
ory and practice as trade education: as a means of securing tech-
nical efficiency in specialized future pursuits» (Dewey, 1916, p. 
369).

In order to avoid these reductionisms, it is necessary to start 
again from a vocational conception of the person, which can 
give meaning, direction and purpose to every action, as, in Dew-
ey’s words: «a vocation means nothing but such a direction of 
life activities as renders them perceptibly significant to a person, 
because of the consequences they accomplish, and also useful 
to his associates. The opposite of a career is neither leisure nor 
culture, but aimlessness, capriciousness, the absence of cumula-
tive achievement in experience, on the personal side, and idle 
display, parasitic dependence upon the others, on the social 
side» (Dewey, 1016, p. 359). Dewey goes on: «an education 
which acknowledges the full intellectual and social meaning of 
a vocation would include instruction in the historic background 
of present conditions; training in science to give intelligence 
and initiative in dealing with material and agencies of produc-
tion; and study of economics, civics, and politics, to bring the 
future worker into touch with the problems of the day and the 
various methods proposed for its improvement. Above all, it 
would train power of readaptation to changing conditions so 
that future workers would not become blindly subject to a fate 
imposed upon them» (Dewey, 1916, p. 373).

Consequently, it is not possible to place human beings’ qual-
ities in a hierarchical order, wrongly assuming that learners’ 
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training consists of theoretical knowledge that does not directly 
involve practical action. From this assumption follows the need 
to constantly reconnect theoretical and practical knowledge, 
experience and reflection, work settings and school and univer-
sity/tertiary learning environments, enabling in this way care-
ful and thoughtful action. This approach to work-based/related 
learning revitalizes and renews in our contemporary contexts 
the pedagogical principle that brings together at the same time, 
body and spirit, theory and practice, study and work, referring 
to and renewing an important and prestigious tradition of ped-
agogical reflection (e.g., Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Dewey). 
In the tertiary educational context, the work-based learning 
approach is recognized as a valuable pedagogical strategy and 
methodology for developing graduate employability, increasing 
employment prospects and contributing to other learning out-
comes (Rowe et al., 2021).

NON-ACADEMIC HIGHER EDUCATION  
IN ITALY: LAST CALL?

As already mentioned, the historical evolution of the Italian 
education and training system is characterized by a dualism 
(study versus work, intellectual versus manual labour, theoreti-
cal rationality versus technical and practical rationality, and so 
on...) that has historically seen high school courses (Licei), char-
acterized as they are by theoretical and reflective study, reserved 
for the future leading elite of the country and the students con-
sidered the most deserving; with, on the other hand, techni-
cal-vocational paths, which over the decades have become less 
prestigious options, suggested for “difficult” and “less meritori-
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ous” students who did not want to “study”. Over time, these edu-
cational options have increasingly been considered – at a social, 
familial and cultural level – as “second class” choices. 

The new global scenario, however, requires an overthrow of 
the Fordist model, recovering a paradigm of compositional type, 
starting from a unitary anthropological vision of the human per-
son who knows how to restore a formative dimension to work 
(Bertagna, 2017). Only an inseparable union between theoret-
ical knowledge, practical skills, mastery, virtue and technical 
skills will be able to restore momentum and meaning to the pro-
fessionalism that today has become shrouded in shadow.

The same prejudice has been reflected at the higher educa-
tion level, which has long been based solely on the educational 
courses provided by the country’s more than 90 universities: 
in other words, instead of fostering a pluralism of actors and 
options in higher education, there has been a preference for 
a single educational channel, that of the national university 
(Bertagna, 2012). 

There are, however, several critical points that characterize 
the Italian landscape: while at the end of the 1980s Italy occu-
pied 5th place in the ranking of industrial powers, it is now 11th. 
Today, compared to the rest of Europe, there is a considerable 
mismatch between the personal skills required by the labor 
market and the personal skills available: companies, particu-
larly those more advanced in terms of information technology, 
technology and mechatronics, are unable to find in the labor 
market higher-level technicians who are available and have the 
necessary and appropriate professional skills. In Italy, moreover, 
the average age at which young people enter the world of work 
is almost 22 years, far higher than in other European countries. 
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To address these needs and try to stop this seemingly unstop-
pable decline, in recent decades, alongside the universities and 
academies of fine arts and music conservatories (the so-called 
“Higher education in art, music and dance” sector – Alta for-
mazione artistica, musicale e coreutica - AFAM), some vocational 
tertiary education courses, grouped around two main types of 
institutions, have also slowly developed.

The first are the IFTS courses (Higher Technical Education 
and Training courses – Istruzione e Formazione Tecnica Supe-
riore). These post-diploma professional training courses are 
planned on a regional basis and are delivered by at least four 
VET providers from the school system, vocational training, uni-
versity, and business sector. These courses last one year (or two 
semesters), comprising a total of 800-1,000 hours, and include 
theory lessons and practical activities (at least 30% of hours are 
dedicated to company training periods). The introduction of the 
IFTS paths in Italy dates back to 1999 (Law n. 144, art. 69); the 
training paths are set according to a list of higher technical spe-
cializations identified in national reference figures, which can be 
divided into specific regional profiles on the basis of professional 
needs, and the local socio-economic context.

These courses are designed to strengthen, update and spe-
cialize technological and technical-professional skills among 
the following groups:

1) young people in possession of an upper secondary educa-
tion diploma or a professional technician’s diploma;

2) those admitted to the fifth year of high school courses 
(Licei);

3) those who do not possess an upper secondary education 
diploma, subject to an accreditation of skills acquired in regional 
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courses of education, training and work as fulfilment of their 
right and duty to education (which can be achieved at age 16).

At the end of these courses, students obtain a higher tech-
nical specialization certificate (certificato di specializzazione 
tecnica superiore), equivalent to the European Qualifications 
Framework (EQF) level 4. Table I shows data on IFTS courses 
and students enrolled in the Lombardy region (unfortunately, 
no further public data are available), one of the country’s most 
populous (with 10 million inhabitants) and where the VET sys-
tem is most developed (Magni, 2020). As you can see, the IFTS 
option still represents an unpopular choice among young people 
that attracts a very small number of students, and has yet to find 
a real place within the system: for example, during the training 
year 2019/20 there were 1,377 students enrolled in IFTS courses 
in the Lombardy region.

The second typology are the ITS courses (Higher Technical 
Institutes - Istituti Tecnici Superiori) which will be explained in 
more detail in the next paragraph.
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Table I. Number of IFTS courses and enrollments by technological area 
years 2018/2019, 2019/2020 in the Lombardy Region (PoliS-Lombardia 
elaboration on data provided by the General Directorate for Education, 
Training and Labor – Lombardy Region, September 2020)

Reference area 2018/2019 2019/2020

Courses Students 
enrolled

Courses Students 
enrolled

Agri-food 1 23 1 24

Artistic craftsmanship 2 57 1 28

Culture, information and 
computer technology

8 204 10 253

Electrical - electronics, 
 information technology  
and telecommunications

2 43 3 69

Graphics, multimedia 
 communication and enter-
tainment

0 0 1 29

Wood and furniture 0 0 1 24

Manufacturing and 
 craftsmanship

3 72 3 69

Mechanics 4 101 6 160

Mechanics, plants and 
 construction

9 220 11 260

Fashion and clothing 2 53 1 27

Commercial services 5 136 5 123

Catering services 0 0 2 51

Tourism and sport 12 284 11 267

Total 48 1.193 56 1.377
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ITS (HIGHER TECHNICAL INSTITUTES):  
AN INITIAL OVERVIEW

The government decree (DPCM) of 25 January 2008 “Guide-
lines for the reorganization of the higher technical education 
and training system and the establishment of higher technical 
institutes” represents the policy document that marks the birth 
of ITS in Italy (D’Amico, 2015). 

Istituti Tecnici Superiori (ITS or, now with a new designation, 
ITS Academy) were established in Italy with the intention of pro-
viding a professionalizing tertiary educational offer that would 
train highly specialized superior technicians in technological 
areas considered strategic and innovative at a national level.

The Italian regulations specify that ITS (and IFTS) courses 
should have the following characteristics: 

(a) they are designed and organized in relation to the need to 
ensure an offer aimed at meeting differentiated training needs 
according to criteria of flexibility and modularity 

b) they must allow personalized training paths for young 
people and adults of working age, recognizing acquired train-
ing credits, including for the purpose of determining the length 
of the individual path

c) they must encourage the participation of employed adults
d) in response to national reference figures, they must pro-

mote the achievement, at a national level, of consistent levels of 
quality and employability through skills acquired as a result of 
the training course, including within the EU framework.

ITS courses relate to six technological and economic areas 
(more information is available on their website at 
https://sistemaits.it/): 
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· Energy efficiency; 
· Sustainable mobility; 
· New technologies of life; 
· New technologies for “Made in Italy” (Companies ser-

vices, Agro-food system, Home system, Mechanics system, 
Fashion system); 

· Innovative technologies for cultural heritage and activities 
- tourism; 

· Information and communication technologies. 

Unlike the IFTS pathways, ITS courses last two years (four 
semesters) or a maximum of three years (six semesters), and con-
sist of a total of 1,800-2,000 hours, which include theory lessons 
and practical activities (at least 30% being dedicated to man-
datory company training periods, possibly abroad in an inter-
national context). Work experience in companies can also be 
carried out through a high-level training and research appren-
ticeship (Level III). At least 50% of the teachers come from the 
world of work and the professions.

At national level there are 117 ITS offering 713 training 
courses, with 2,932 partner entities, including 1,148 compa-
nies and 131 enterprise associations, 6,800 teachers (around 
70% of whom come from a professional field and are employed 
part-time) and 18,273 enrolled students (INDIRE, 2020) (for 
detailed data see Table IV).

Admission to this type of tertiary education is open, based 
on selection, to young people and adults who hold an upper 
secondary education diploma and those who hold a four-year 
regional vocational education and training diploma and have 
attended an annual supplementary course of higher technical 
education and training (IFTS).
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At the end of these courses, students obtain a higher technical 
education diploma (diploma di tecnico superiore), EQF level 5.

While still having limited success in terms of numbers of stu-
dents, especially when compared to similar international expe-
riences, ITS are nevertheless attracting attention mainly due to 
the high employment rate of their graduate students: after a year, 
around 80% of ITS students are employed (see later Table II), 
approximately 90% finding a job relevant to the training path 
undertaken (see later Tables III and V) (Zuccaro et al., 2021).

The following founding principles have been identified by 
INDIRE (Istituto Nazionale Documentazione Innovazione 
Ricerca Educativa) to enable the further development of qual-
ity self-organization of ITS, including:

1. Reconfiguration. Having an independent location and 
implementing more courses in more locations, in more cit-
ies, redefining organizational units.

2. Redundancy. In coordinating work, given the multidisci-
plinary nature of ITS, they should be equipped with trans-
versal and competent figures capable of understanding and 
handling the complexity of production chains. 

3. Interconnection. ITS are directly connected with the pro-
duction managers of companies and are characterized by 
their ability to evolve in terms of their contacts, relation-
ships, choice of teachers, tutors and placement figures. 

4. Sharing. In a flexible organization, it is necessary to foresee 
processes of sharing, and to establish rules without losing 
the ability to grasp new requests that emerge. 

5. Innovation. The organizational model of ITS appears to 
be multiform, influenced by the people who lead it, who 
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carry the organizational culture of the institutions from 
which they come (companies, schools, training agen-
cies, universities). The organizational model of some ITS 
where operators come from entrepreneurial organiza-
tional contexts prompts experimentation with new forms 
of inter-organizational territorial governance centered on 
production chains: so-called supply chain communities 
(Aiello et al., 2019).

ITS: ORGANIZATION, EDUCATIONAL MODELS, 
 EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES

ITS are set up as foundations, a model of public-private man-
agement of non-profit activities, which entails collaboration 
between companies, universities/scientific and technological 
research centers, local authorities, schools and the training sys-
tem (Internal Network). These institutions are permanent mem-
bers of each “ITS Foundation”.

Some ITS have added to this stable and structured organization 
a flexible and dynamic element in terms of roles and functions, 
that relate to the multiplicity of paths that can be taken and to 
emerging strategic alliances, that bring with them the capacity 
to grasp different trends in work, to understand the real needs 
of companies, and to renew every year the contents, the number 
of courses and the location of venues involved, in various cities 
(External Network).

The ITS, as provided for in the interministerial decree no. 93 
of 7 February 2013, are to be included within “bodies governed 



277

by public law” and are endowed with statutory, educational, 
research, organizational, administrative and financial autonomy.

The training paths available respond to companies’ needs for 
new and high-level technical and technological skills to pro-
mote innovation processes. They are post-diploma technical 
specialization paths, rather than academic paths, and are created 
for those technological areas considered priorities for the eco-
nomic development and competitiveness of the country. They 
represent an educational strategy that combines training and 
the world of work, through a highly qualified offer (Zuccaro 
et al., 2021).

In particular, the courses provide development in both “gen-
eral/basic” skills (linguistic, communicative and relational, sci-
entific and technological, legal and economic, organizational 
and managerial); and in “technical-professional” skills for each 
national professional profile, that relate to technological appli-
cations required by the world of work and the geographical area, 
responding to different situations and contexts.

ITS paths follow three possible educational models:

1. Alternating teaching/learning methods. These paths entail 
2/3 days in the classroom and 2/3 days at an internship 
each week. This model allows companies to enhance their 
training potential.

2. Circular teaching/learning method. These two-year train-
ing paths entail activities being divided equally between 
the classroom and the internship during both the first 
and second years. The opportunity to encounter two dif-
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ferent working contexts allows students to deepen their 
understanding of problems encountered in the first year of 
internship. 

3. Laboratory teaching/learning method. These paths provide 
long-term laboratory activities, which are characterized 
using enabling technologies 4.0, to practice problem solv-
ing and critical thinking (in the first year), and internship 
in an enterprise (in the second year).

The training proposed in the ITS thus combines theory and 
practice, personal and professional training, and technical and 
cultural training.

Flexibility is the key characteristic of this type of pathway, 
which finds expression in different organizational, didactic and 
design directions, to create a training offer that can adapt each 
individual student’s curriculum to different work and socio-ter-
ritorial contexts. In partnership with the business sector, the ITS 
Foundations design and implement two- or three-year courses 
based on three-year plans drawn up by regional programs. 

A key element of teaching is the critical reinterpretation of 
the practical experience undertaken, giving students the oppor-
tunity to directly experience what they have learned by connect-
ing learning to business contexts, that is, verifying firsthand what 
they are going to achieve in the professional field. Specifically, it 
is in the laboratories that students can carry out complex activi-
ties that emulate work, experiencing authentic problem-solving 
processes. In this way, using the pedagogical paradigm of work-
based learning already mentioned (Potestio, 2020), ITS pro-
mote the continuous interweaving of classroom teaching activ-
ities, laboratories and internships in companies, thus bringing 
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students closer to the real world of work they are about to enter 
as full members.

The “national monitoring” of 2021 demonstrates how ITS are 
characterized by a flexible organization of the didactics, articu-
lating them in terms of hours of theory, hours of theory in labo-
ratory training, hours of internship, and activities abroad. ITS 
develop a flexible teaching model based on laboratory activities 
that reduce the risk of training courses providing merely “pas-
sive” schooling. The hours spent in business and research labora-
tories account for 27% of the total hours of theoretical study, dis-
tributed as follows: hours of theory and lectures 1,165.6 (57%); 
hours of internships 835.5 (41.3%); hours of laboratories and vis-
its abroad/to other regions 21.4 (1.1%), (INDIRE, 2021, p. 33).

The presence of professionals dedicated to these modes and 
areas of learning, such as tutors, orientation staff and other stra-
tegic figures for coordination, pedagogical supervision and the 
management of internships, is fundamental. Another essential 
factor is the fact that the majority of the teachers come from the 
world of work and the professions: 70.9% come from the world 
of work; 11.7% from universities; 11.5% from schools; 4.4% from 
training agencies; and 1.6% from research centers (INDIRE, 
2021, p. 33).

The courses conclude with final examinations, conducted 
by examination committees made up of representatives from 
schools, universities, professional training and experts from the 
world of work. There are three exams: a theoretical-practical 
test, a written test and an oral test. 

Appointed by the Ministry of Education, INDIRE has the 
task of managing both the national database of ITS and the 
national monitoring, and of conducting research activities to 
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investigate the structural, organizational, didactic and develop-
mental elements practiced in the various ITS. Through annual 
monitoring, it is possible to have updated data, which can be 
consulted directly on the INDIRE website. 

The national monitoring of the ITS 2021 pathways analyzes 
the 201 pathways that concluded in 2019. These were provided 
by 83 of the 104 ITS Foundations established as of 31 Decem-
ber 2019, and involved 5,097 students and 3,761 graduates. The 
courses are monitored a year after graduation, which is necessary 
to track employment outcomes. Around 80% of ITS graduates 
had found work a year after graduation (Table II). 

This figure is particularly significant because it refers to 2020, 
the year of the explosion of the pandemic crisis and the lock-
down associated with it. ITS guarantee high levels of employ-
ment for their graduates, working towards the occupational 
success of those with higher technical professional profiles in 
advanced technological sectors. Their key to success is their 
focus on innovation in content, teaching methods and instru-
mentation to support teaching. In fact, many of the paths are 
oriented to the use of enabling technologies specified in the 
“Industry 4.0” plan (Avis, 2018).
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Table II. Graduates and employment rates one year after graduating 
from the training courses completed between 2013 and 2019 (INDIRE, 
2021,  p. 8)

Year Graduates % employed

2013 1098 78.3

2014 1235 81.1

2015 1767 79.1

2016 2193 82.5

2017 2601 79.5

2018 3536 82.6

2019 3761 80.0

92% of those employed in 2019 found work in an area that was 
relevant to their education. This figure is in line with the pre-
vious year (Table III).

Table III. Relevance between employment and training 2013-2019  
(INDIRE - National ITS Database)

Year Employees % Employment  
relevant to the educa-

tional pathway

2013 860 86.4

2014 1002 90.2

2015 1398 87.5

2016 1810 87.3

2017 2068 89.9

2018 2920 92.4

2019 2995 92.0
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According to the “ITS 2021 Monitoring”, the students enrolled 
are mainly young men (72.6%) between the ages of 20 and 
24 (42.4%) and 18-19 (38.0%), who hold a secondary school 
diploma with a technical orientation (59%). There has also been 
a constant and progressive increase in those who enroll with 
a high school diploma (21%). 10.5% of those enrolled live in a 
region other than the location of the course. The most signifi-
cant percentage of those enrolled off-site is in the technological 
area of Sustainable Mobility (17.5%) (INDIRE, 2021, pp. 10-19).

This paragraph analyses jointly the distribution of members, 
graduates and employed persons according to the technologi-
cal area and subsequently the percentage rate of graduates and 
employed. The distribution by technological area of the mem-
bers, graduates and employees shows the constant prevalence 
of these in the New technologies for Made in Italy area with 
a slight increase in the percentage as the condition changes 
(41.9% of those enrolled, 45.2% of graduates, 45% of employ-
ees). A reduction in the percentage of members, as the condi-
tion changes, is recorded for Energy Efficiency (10.6% members, 
8.6% graduates, 8.0% employed) and for New Technologies of 
Life (6.6% members, 6.1% graduates, 5.8% employed); the other 
technological areas are almost stable. Among the areas of Made 
in Italy, the Mechanical System (41.4% enrolled, 44.8% grad-
uated, 49.5% employed) recorded a significant increase in the 
percentage of members as the condition changed. (INDIRE, 
2021) (see Table IV).
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Table IV. Enrolled, graduated, and employed: distribution by technology 
area, for pathways completed in 2019  (INDIRE - Monitoring 2021)

Technology area
Enrolled Graduated Employed

No. % No. % No. %

Energy Efficiency 540 10.6 316 8.6 241 8.0

Sustainable Mobility 743 14.6 511 13.9 425 14.2

New Life Technologies 338 6.6 223 6.1 174 5.8

New Technologies for 
Made in Italy

2235 43.8 1768 48.2 1411 47.1

Business Services 243 10.9 196 11.1 135 9.6

Agro-food System 654 29.3 477 27.0 332 23.5

Home System 114 5.1 80 4.5 62 4.4

Mechanics System 926 41.4 792 44.8 699 49.5

Fashion System 298 13.3 223 12.6 183 13.0

Information and Commu-
nication Technologies

680 13.3 518 14.1 424 14.2

Innovative Technologies 
for Cultural Heritage and 
Activities - Tourism

651 11.0 425 11.6 320 10.7

Total 5097 100.0 3671 100.0 2995 100.0

From the analysis of the data relating to the percentage rate of 
graduates and employed it emerges that it is the Mechanical Sys-
tem that records the best performance (85.5% graduation rate, 
88.2% employment rate), followed by the Fashion System and 
Information and Communication Technologies. They exceed 
the average value of the percentage rate of graduates (72.0%) 
but not that of the employed (79.6%) Innovative technologies 
for cultural heritage and activities - Tourism (75.7% graduation 
rate, 75.2% employment rate). Rates below the average value for 
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both graduates and employed people are observed for Energy 
Efficiency, New Technologies of Life and the Agri-food System.
42.1% of those employed found work with a fixed-term con-
tract or became self-employed. The 2021 monitoring records 
that 80% of graduates (3,671) found work within a year of grad-
uation, of which 92% (2,756) was in an area consistent with the 
pathway completed (see Table V).

Table V. Employment outcomes of ITS graduates from courses complet-
ed in 2019 (INDIRE - National ITS Database)

No. %

Employed at  
12 months

2995 80.00 of graduates

of which relevant employees 2756 92.0 of employed 
people

of which non-relevant 
 employees

239 7.9 of employed 
people

Not employed or other 
 condition

766 20.0 of graduates

of which not employed 418 11.1 of graduates

of which enrolled at the 
 University

157 4.1 of graduates

of which in extracurricular 
 internship

102 2.7 of graduates

of which untraceable 90 2.4 of graduates

Total 3761

At the end of the ITS course students obtain a Higher Technical 
Diploma with a certification of competences that corresponds 
to the V level of the European Qualification Framework: this V 
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level of the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) in Italy 
corresponds to the learning outcomes of the Higher Technical 
Education diploma; in Sweden, for example, the same level of 
the NQF corresponds to the learning outcomes of a qualified 
graduate of an upper secondary engineering course; a diploma 
in Higher Vocational Education; or qualifications awarded out-
side formal education.

In order to facilitate national and European mobility, the 
qualification is accompanied by the EUROPASS diploma sup-
plement. These diplomas are issued by the ITS’ educational 
institution of reference based on a national model.

ITS ACADEMY: RECENT REFORMS  
AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES

Bill no. 2333 regarding the Redefinition of the mission and orga-
nization of the higher technical education and training system in 
implementation of the National Recovery and Resilience Plan 
(PNRR – Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e Resilienza), passed its 
first reading in the Chamber of Deputies on 20 July 2021. This 
draft law, which consists of 17 articles, is the first organic leg-
islative reform of ITS, which to date have been governed by a 
secondary source (the Prime Ministerial Decree of 25 January 
2008).

Art. 2, paragraph 1, states that the ITS Academies, in addi-
tion to their main priority of enhancing and expanding the 
vocational training of higher-level technicians with high-level 
technological and technical-professional skills, have the task of 
supporting: the dissemination of scientific and technological 
culture; the orientation of young people towards technical pro-
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fessions and the provision of information to their families; the 
updating and in-service training of teachers of scientific, techno-
logical and technical-professional disciplines working in schools 
and in the vocational training system; active employment pol-
icies, especially as regards the transition of young people into 
the world of work, including through organic links with bodies 
involved in workers’ ongoing training; and technology transfer, 
especially to small and medium-sized enterprises.

The draft law also applies to one of the PNRR’s areas of inter-
est, in which the commitment to reform the ITS system was 
made. More specifically, the Plan provides for the strengthening 
of the relevant organizational and teaching model, the consoli-
dation of ITS within the system of professional tertiary educa-
tion, the strengthening of ITS’ active presence in the entrepre-
neurial network of territories and the integration of ITS courses 
with the university system of professional degrees.

Specifically, the intention is to strengthen the ITS system by 
enhancing the organizational and teaching model (through the 
integration of teaching courses, introduction of rewards and 
expansion of courses for the development of enabling techno-
logical skills - Impresa 4.0). There are plans to:

- integrate ITS pathways with the university system of voca-
tional degrees;

- simplify ITS governance, in order to increase the number of 
institutes and enrolled students; 

- approve measures to develop and strengthen STEM (Sci-
ence, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics), digital and 
innovation skills, with the aim of boosting enrollment in tertiary 
STEM curricula, particularly among women.

With additional economic resources of € 1,500 million from 
2022 to 2026, the aim is to increase the number of ITS; to 
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strengthen laboratories with 4.0 technologies; to train teach-
ers so that they are able to adapt training programs to the needs 
of local companies; and to develop a national digital platform 
for job offers for students with professional qualifications. The 
specific objective is to achieve an increase of at least 100% in the 
number of students currently enrolled in ITS courses.

Several amendments were subsequently made to the text of 
the draft law, with reference to:

- digital transition, including for the purpose of expanding 
digital services in the areas of personal identity (e.g., SPID, 
CIE), authentication (e.g., for electoral subscriptions), health 
and justice; 

- innovation, competitiveness and culture; 
- the green revolution and ecological transition; 
- infrastructures for sustainable mobility.

The main interventions concern:
- the introduction of a system of initial and periodic accredi-

tation of ITS Academies. The requirements and minimum stan-
dards for recognition and accreditation are established at the 
national level, with regions transposing the national minimum 
standards. In the first two-year period of the law’s application all 
ITS Foundations already established are considered accredited;

- the definition of new technological areas to which ITS 
Academies must refer;

- the structuring of ITS Academies pathways at two levels: 
the first level lasting 4 semesters with at least 1,800/2,000 hours 
of training (V EQF level); and the second level lasting 6 semes-
ters with at least 3,000 hours of training (VI EQF level). At the 
end of these pathways, following verification and final assess-
ment, higher technical diplomas at the first and second level are 
awarded respectively;
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- the definition of the governance of the ITS Academies. All 
foundations are required to appoint: the president, the board 
of directors, the general secretary, the assembly of participants, 
the technical scientific committee, the auditor of accounts. The 
control function is exercised by the prefect of the province in 
which the ITS Academy has its legal seat;

- the definition of the requirements in selecting ITS Acad-
emy teachers. These must be selected from among people from 
the world of work, including private research organizations, 
and have specific professional experience, acquired over at least 
5 years, in productive sectors that relate to the technological 
area of reference.

It is also expected that the Ministry of Education will estab-
lish national coordination for the development of the Italian 
non-academic higher technical education and training system; 
as well as establishing an ongoing dialogue between the gov-
ernment and the regions, coordinated by the Ministry of Edu-
cation, to draw up proposals for the definition of new degrees 
in this sphere.

CONCLUSIONS

As we have seen, therefore, through ITS higher education 
courses, students can develop a variety of specific skills related 
to innovative areas (new technologies, social mobility, green 
energy, cultural activities, tourism, etc.), starting from the over-
all growth and development of each person, and encompassing 
critical and creative thinking, active learning, the ability to use 
initiative and problem solving, in a perspective that sees this 
intersection of skills through their concurrent manifestation in 
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situations involving a person, in a precise space-time context and 
through a continuous interaction with the work environment 
(Mulder, 2017; Sandrone, 2018).

These professionalizing training paths therefore not only 
offer the opportunity to combine theory and practice – thus 
avoiding and overcoming a hierarchical relationship between 
study and work, theory and practice, student and worker – but 
also the possibility of providing all those young people who 
live on the margins of society or in educational poverty with a 
training path that can accompany them in the discovery of their 
“hidden” talents and the development of their still “unexplored” 
skills (Powell & McGrath, 2019):

a challenge that is new but at the same time age-old and on 
which we have been pondering for a long time.

Nearly a century ago, in the November 1932 edition of the 
Journal of Higher Education, C. D. Clark critically examined 
some experiments conducted outside the so-called academic 
institutions of the American Higher Education system. Many 
decades later, these remarks still retain their relevance and 
can help us better understand the reasons for and importance 
of the existence and good functioning of a non-academic ter-
tiary education. He wrote the following : «certain groups, 
however, have been dissatisfied with the aims and achieve-
ments of our system of higher education and they have begun 
a number of educational experiments on their own initia-
tive» (Clark, 1932, p. 401).

The starting point seems similar to that of our contemporary 
world: a dissatisfaction on the part of society, families, and 
companies with the exclusivity of academic learning as the 
only available pathway to higher education.
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And even its concrete expression has similar characteris-
tics: Clark already identified greater flexibility as one of the 
main features of this new type of higher education institu-
tion: «these schools are far more flexible, informal, and dem-
ocratic than the prevailing academic type» (Clark, 1932, p. 
404).

Even with respect to the immediate outcomes, in trying 
to change the entire educational system, he reached a very 
realistic assessment: «the educational experiments in higher 
learning just described are as yet too young and feeble to have 
modified greatly the basic pattern or ideals of our academic 
system. It is significant, however, that such experiments have 
arisen and are being conducted outside of regular academic 
channels» (Clark, 1932, p. 406). In concluding this paper 
however, the important thing to underline are the conclu-
sions Clark reached in his pioneering contribution. He 
wrote: «the main influence of these non-academic educa-
tional experiments is likely to be found eventually in modifi-
cations of the administration, curriculums, and instructional 
methods of our formal institutions of higher education. […] 
Their most important function, perhaps, will have been to 
jog us out of the rut of academic formalism and regimenta-
tion» (Clark, 1932, p. 406). Could this be a chance and a 
hope for the Italian higher education system as well?
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ABSTRACT:

In this research we propose to analyse the quality of online VET 
training from a critical perspective, by incorporating a Gender 
Perspective with a Cyberfeminist focus -GP(CyberFem)-, as 
part of its quality. In this way, we aim to contribute to the prob-
lematisation of VET training in virtual environments and the 
current intersections between gender, feminisms, technologies 
and education. To this end, we designed, validated and applied a 
questionnaire to 1,073 online VET students from 12 higher edu-
cation institutions in Chile. The objectives were to find out stu-
dents’ perception of quality and the value that GP currently has 
and should have in their studies. The findings indicate that stu-
dents perceive that in the current scenario of their institutions, 
GP(CyberFem) as part of quality is valued from aspects linked 
to interactions and dialogue between students and teachers, 
while in the expected scenario they point out the importance 
of aspects linked to accompaniment, conflict mediation and stu-
dent participation. The most important significant differences 
in the responses are observed in terms of the gender variable, 
which reaffirms the importance of problematizing online train-
ing with a cyberfeminist gender perspective.

KEYWORDS:

VET; online higher education; gender perspective; cyberfem-
inism; quality
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INTRODUCTION

After 30 years of deep neoliberal policies, the higher education 
system in Chile is one of the many areas that has been almost 
entirely privatized, commodifying its access and turning qual-
ity into a tradable and scarce good. In October 2019, Chilean 
society experienced an unprecedented social outburst that por-
tends profound transformations. Among the demands, the stu-
dent movement, growing during the last decade in the coun-
try, demands quality education that democratizes access to the 
higher education system, ensures free education as a right, and 
celebrates quality as a guarantor against uncontrolled supply 
(see Photograph 1). This is the context in which this research 
is situated. 

Source: https://www.elquintopoder.cl/educacion/ 
reforma-educacional-y-actores-de-reparto/

Photograph 1. “Free, quality public education”, May 2014. 
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Photograph 2. “For a non-sexist education.  
Dissident and feminist pedagogy”, May 2017.

Source: https://zur.uy/un-mayo-chileno-universidades- 
y-colegios-en-toma-feminista/

In this scenario, quality can be understood as a principle of 
educational equity. In this line, this paper proposes the use of 
the concept of Gender Perspective (GP) with a cyberfeminist 
focus, to interpret the empirical results and analyse the quality 
of online VET. This decision is based on a cyberfeminist view of 
GP allows us to contextualise the issues related to education and 
gender, which have been widely studied in the educational and 
feminist literature, to virtual learning environments as physical 
and symbolic spaces hosted on the Internet, where problems, 
biases and inequalities specific to virtuality intersect, as well as 
new challenges and educational potentialities appear. This view 
is particularly relevant in the analysis of quality, as it allows us 
to broaden and enrich the conceptions associated with it and to 
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incorporate variables that aim to improve educational processes. 
From now on, we will use the concept GP(CyberFem) to refer 
to this perspective.

In the context of higher education in Chile, PG has been 
adopted from the perspective of parity and with the paragon 
of the university context (Morris et al., 2021; Unidad de Equi-
dad de Género, 2015). However, in recent years, the power of 
the feminist student movement (Zerán, 2019) has forced HEIs 
to incorporate gender as part of their educational policies (in 
all institutions there is a Gender Unit), coexistence protocols 
(including protocols for cases of harassment and gender vio-
lence), but also as a questioning of androcentric and patriarchal 
biases in the structuring of the curriculum, content and ped-
agogical and institutional interactions (see Photograph 2). In 
terms of education policy, gender is one of the priorities of the 
Secretariat for Higher Education: by 2022, none of its areas will 
be considered without a gender perspective. Both in this Secre-
tariat and in the National Accreditation Commission (CNA), 
PG is part of the integral quality that they seek to promote (Sub-
secretaría de Educación Superior, Chile, 2022). This movement 
of educational transformation has its origins in the traditional 
university environment (face-to-face and professional careers), 
an issue that may prove to be an elitist burden if it is not open 
to the heterogeneity and complexity of the higher education 
ecosystem in the country (Esmar & Poo, 2022; Ruz-Fuenzalida, 
2021). We believe that online VET has been one of the modal-
ities that have lagged.
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The current focus on VET * in Chile responds to the scenario 
of a sustained increase in labour demand for this student pro-
file, which translates into educational policies to strengthen it 
and increase its social value, the background of which is the 
incorporation of this higher education subsystem into a new 
institutional framework, increasingly distanced from the mar-
ket models that defined it in its beginnings (Álvarez et al., 2021; 
Sanhueza, 2016). On the one hand, GP is incorporated into this 
scenario mainly because of the concern to incorporate women 
in STEM areas and, to a lesser extent, men in traditionally fem-
inised areas of study (Sevilla, 2021). On the other hand, the 
current focus on online higher education in the country, espe-
cially after the accelerated digitalisation of education during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Çoban, 2021), emphasises the growing 
interest of individuals and HEIs in incorporating this modality 
as a valid and accessible option. This interest translates above all 
into institutional efforts to equate the quality of the online mode 
with the quality (socially perceived as intrinsically good) of face-
to-face education; in this sense, the new Law that establishes the 
criteria and standards for the compulsory accreditation of HEIs 
in Chile, dilutes the online mode together with the other modes 
(face-to-face and blended) in common criteria and definitions 
(Ley 21091. Sobre educación superior, 2018). From our perspec-
tive, this situation makes the many particularities of this modal-
ity invisible in relation to the others, leaving behind a dangerous 
silence. This study attempts to contribute to this direction.

*  VET education in Chile is developed through: Technical Training Centers 
(CFT), Professional Institutes (IP) mainly. In a very minority way, some 
Universities (Ues) offer programmes in this modality. For the purpose of 
this research, we contemplate the 3 types of HEIs. 
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This article is part of ongoing doctoral research on Online 
Higher Education (OHE) in Chile*. We intend to reflect on 
the value that online VET students place on GP(CyberFem) as 
part of the quality of their studies. To respond to this, we set our-
selves the objective of finding out what importance students per-
ceive the GP(CyberFem) to have at present and what relevance 
it should have in the future as part of the quality of their studies.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

QUALITY AND GENDER PERSPECTIVE (CYBERFEMINIST) 

In this research, we understand quality, contextualised to online 
VET, as a non-neutral (Prieto & Manso, 2018), therefore polit-
ical (Williamson, 2019), multifaceted (Harvey & Green, 1993) 
and subjective (Dahlberg et  al., 2005) concept that is con-
structed in a situated way as a cause and consequence of power 
relations (Giroux, 2014), and in a processual and dialogical way 
in the institutional and social contexts in which educational sys-
tems are embedded (Stracke, 2019). In short, we approach qual-
ity from the perspective of equity (Bendixen & Jacobsen, 2020).

For its part, GP(CyberFem) is a filter that allows us to observe 
the quality of online VET as a mode of study that is developed 
through a technological environment, specifically virtual, as a 
socio-cultural and contextual product (Feenberg, 2005; San-
cho Gil et al., 2018). In particular, the cyberfeminist approach 
is defined by the literature as the critical reflection and trans-
formation of virtual environments from the assumption that 

*  Online Higher Education in Chile: Contributions to Quality Analysis and 
Gender Perspective (2019-2023). Developed thanks to the Chile Scholarship 
for Doctoral Studies- ANID-Chile. 
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these are extensions of the physical world (Fernández, 2002), 
and that they are intimately connected to people and institu-
tions; to their hierarchies, classifications and differences (Dan-
iels, 2009; Knox, 2019).  In this sense, cyberspace is a gendered 
place in which power relations are exercised and the inequalities 
and material gaps of the analogue world are evident: the physical 
and the virtual are political, contextual and performative realms 
(Gajjala, 2014; Wajcman, 2010; Yoon, 2021). 

When talking about gender, we understand that gender, as 
a social construction with performative qualities (Butler, 1999; 
Haraway, 1991) challenges the binarism (feminine/masculine) 
as responsible for modeling and defining, through heterosex-
ual canons, two idealized and desired genders within the social 
collective. Thus, gender is neither a causal result of sex nor as 
apparently fixed as the latter: its artificiality can be questioned 
and its meanings can be undone (Butler & Bixio, 2015). In this 
context, the adoption of the Gender Perspective (GP) is a useful 
filter to question the heterosexual and patriarchal normativity 
that sustains the social system, as well as its principles of hierar-
chization of spaces, resources, values, and subjectivities (Donoso 
Vázquez et al., 2017). When we observe technologies and their 
corporeality through the filter of GP with a cyberfeminist focus, 
we understand gender as an analytical category that allows us to 
problematize cyberspace as a field in dispute. 

From this perspective, GP(CyberFem) in educational cyber-
spaces announces the importance of analysing inequalities in 
cyberspace and making visible and reducing cyber-violence 
(Herman & Kirkup, 2017); assuming non-neutrality in political 
decisions linked to the acquisition of or preferences regarding 
the technologies of institutions (Williamson et al., 2019); prob-
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lematising the ethical implications of the use of the data of those 
who interact on platforms and their privacy (Koseoglu, 2020); 
the presence of gender stereotypes and biases from an intersec-
tional point of view, on platforms or in educational resources 
(Koseoglu et al., 2020); or androcentric and patriarchal biases 
in teaching and curricula (Luxán & Biglia, 2011; Migueliz Val-
carlos et al., 2020). It also invites us to question the materiality 
of the people who interact in virtuality: in this way, the condi-
tions of precariousness in teaching and student indebtedness or 
the scope of neoliberal management in higher education institu-
tions appear (Cielemecka & Revelles-Benavente, 2017; Hernán-
dez-Hernández & Sancho-Gil, 2017). In this way, technologies 
would cease to be considered as a neutral variable in this modal-
ity of studies, allowing us to visualise the inequalities and biases 
with which gender and other inequalities are codified through 
them (Eynon, 2018), in terms of educational quality (Agud et al., 
2020; Benito & Verge, 2020).

CONTEXT OF ONLINE VET IN CHILE

Within the higher education system in Chile (HE), online voca-
tional education and training (VET) is one of the types of stud-
ies that has grown the most in recent years. Online VET is a 
modality planned and designed by a HEI to be studied mostly 
asynchronously through educational platforms hosted on the 
Internet via technological devices. It combines autonomous 
work by students and an institutionalised system of support 
and tutoring that mediates between the contents and activities 
provided on the platform (García Aretio, 2020). According to 
data from the Chilean Ministry of Education (SIES, 2021), in 
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2021 there were a total of 1,294,739 students enrolled in degree 
programmes, of which 317,710 (24.5%) corresponded to VET, of 
which 11.7% were enrolled in online programmes in a total of 23 
HEIs, of which only 11 are accredited. This student body con-
sisted of 54.3% female and 45.7% male students, whose average 
age is 33.5 years and 34.5 years respectively. Due to this student 
profile, it is key to understand online VET studies in Chile from 
the perspective of the flexibility offered by asynchronous spaces 
and the possibility of making studies compatible with the work 
activities -remunerated or not-, particularly for female students 
(Heedy & Uribe, 2008; Lai & Lu, 2009; Patterson, 2010).

On quality, the predominant focus in the higher education 
system in Chile are compliance and assurance of standards and 
accountability (Scharager Goldenberg, 2018), represented by 
the traditional educational quality perspectives proposed by 
(Harvey & Green, 1993): quality as exceptional and value for 
money. The quality of online VET in Chile is part of this sys-
tem, described as complex, multifunctional and with a strong 
emphasis on institutional accreditation (Lemaitre, 2011). As 
a result of the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s, which drasti-
cally modified institutional structures, the presence of public 
universities was reduced and with it the state’s interference in 
education, while the quality assurance system raised the possi-
bility that the market itself would regulate the quality of the aca-
demic offer (Brunner, 2009). In this way, the HE system became 
a competitive environment, forced to shift its efforts to market-
ing activities through actions to attract and retain students and 
focused on demonstrable results (Araya-Castillo et al., 2018). 
This, as expected, resulted in a higher education system where 
HEIs that achieved international quality standards coexisted 
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with many others that did not meet the minimum requirements, 
but, despite their unaccredited status, the model allowed them 
to exist and grow (Corvalán et al., 2011). Specifically, VET is 
the higher education sub-system that has most strongly echoed 
the prevailing market model: it was only in 2016 that a law was 
signed to create state CFTs; until that date, all VET provision 
was private (Bernasconi & Irarrázaval, 2015). However, the pic-
ture for online education and specifically for online VET is 
even more dramatic: until only a couple of years ago, academic 
programmes in this modality were not eligible for any type of 
accreditation to demonstrate quality, even though HEIs require 
greater institutional investment and powerful specialised teams 
within the institution to implement them (Ragusa & Cramp-
ton, 2017). In this scenario of deregulation, online higher educa-
tion has proliferated and grown in an unprecedented way, more 
than any other type or modality of studies: between 2017 and 
2021 it increased by 178.5% (SIES, 2021). 

METHOD

This study has an exploratory nature, is based on quantitative 
data from a questionnaire, and like several studies, gives value 
to the voices of the student body on issues related to quality 
(Fidalgo et al., 2020). The questionnaire as an instrument to 
produce information is a method that has overcome the tradi-
tional negative assessment that links it to positivism and cur-
rently receives great interest in methodological approaches with 
a feminist perspective, due to its potential to make inequalities 
quantitatively visible and to disseminate complex issues graph-
ically and directly (Hesse-Biber, 2013).
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First, the data will be presented descriptively through per-
centage means and then through a bivariate analysis of the data-
set according to sample characteristics. We used Mann-Whitney 
U and Kruskal-Wallis tests (Boduszek et al., 2017; Field, 2009). 
This decision is because the first test is used as a non-paramet-
ric rank test, to test for differences between variables where the 
independent variable is dichotomous (gender). The second test 
is used when the variables have three or more categories (age 
range, type of HEI, semester, type of work activity) (Ladrón de 
Guevara et al., 2020).

SAMPLE

Of the 23 HEI that in 2021 offered online VET academic pro-
grams, 12 agreed to participate in the research: three CFT, six 
IP, and three Ues. Within the HEI, the sample of students was 
non-probabilistic self-selection, considering as the only criterion 
that they were studying, during the year 2021, any semester of an 
online VET career, the approximate universe* of students who 
meet this criterion is 37,035. 

The questionnaire was answered by 1,583 VET students online. 
The cases not considered were: i) one person reported having 
a non-binary gender since, although our theoretical approach 
considers the multiplicity of genders as relevant, being only one 

*  This figure was taken from the official register provided by the Chilean 
Ministry of Education, through its website (https://www.mifuturo.cl/). 
However, it is known that this register only includes people who enroll at 
the beginning of the academic year, while online enrolment does not neces-
sarily follow this pattern and can take place at different times of the year, a 
situation that also varies from one institution to another. For this reason, we 
consider the universe of the population to be an approximate.



306

case, it was considered anecdotal as it reduced the possibilities 
of inferring results if it was considered as a category. ii) the 183 
people who only answered the socio-demographic character-
isation questions. iii) the 326 people who stopped answering 
the survey before the part considered for this study. The final 
sample is composed only of those persons who answered the 
questionnaire up to at least the part GP(CyberFem) on quality 
completely (n=1,073). This means a response rate compared to 
the estimated universe of 2.89%.

INSTRUMENT 

In this article, we present the results of a questionnaire applied to 
online VET students in Chile. In this article, we will present the 
results of one of its parts. This part was constructed from a sys-
temic review of literature previously carried out by the authors 
previously (Sepúlveda-Parrini et al., 2022), where four relevant 
dimensions of Online Higher Education (OHE) were identified 
(Platforms, Pedagogical design, Interactions, Accompaniment) 
worked on by research with a focus on cyberfeminist pedago-
gies. These dimensions were operationalised through variables 
and indicators based on different quality models. 

In terms of PG in higher education, the following were useful: 
from the Marc Conceptual Perspective de Gènere en la Educaciò 
(General Framework for the Gender Perspective in Education) 
of the Education and Gender Group of the UAB (Agud et al., 
2020), we took the idea of physical and symbolic spaces as a 
useful element to problematise the technological platform as an 
educational space, as well as the adaptation of an intersectional 
perspective (based on: Cole, 2009; Collins, 2015; Crimmins, 
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2019) as an adequate view to question the structural inequali-
ties that permeate education. And from the Marco General para 
incorporar la Perspectiva de Género en la Docencia Universitaria 
(General Framework for Incorporating the Gender Perspective 
in University Teaching) of the Agency for the Quality of the 
University System of Catalonia (AQU, 2019), we use the vari-
ables linked to gender imbalances or stereotypes in educational 
materials, syllabi and public information on training.

In relation to PG in OHE, we took as a reference the Guies per 
a una Docència Universitària anb Perspectiva de Gènere (Guide-
lines for University Teaching from a Gender Perspective) (Gar-
cia & Conejo, 2021), we extracted the importance of a teaching 
position and methodological approach based on a participatory 
and dialogical educational relationship that involves students 
in their educational process, while forming part of an ecosys-
tem of institutional support. And from the model proposed by 
(Khan, 2021), we highlight the focus on ethical aspects in the 
design and implementation of e-learning, as a reflection on the 
presence or absence of political questioning in the institutions, 
as well as spaces conducive to this through student organisation 
and participation.

Finally, as part of the contextualisation of this study, we take 
as a starting point what is proposed by the new Law 21,369 for 
regulates sexual harassment, violence, and gender discrimina-
tion in the field of higher education (2021, p.1), which stipulates 
that an action or conduct of sexual harassment in higher edu-
cation can be carried out “in person, virtually or telematically”. 
However, both the Law and the extensive current literature on 
the demands of university and student feminism in Chile omit 
the specificities of the online modality to propose actions, pro-



tocols and reflections situated in the virtual context (see:  Alfaro 
Álvarez & de Armas Pedraza, 2019; De Fina Gonzalez & Figueroa 
Vidal, 2019; Dinamarca Noack & Trujillo, 2021).

The instrument was validated by a panel of nine expert judges. The 
criteria used were their belonging to the OHE context and specifi-
cally to VET online in Chile, with more than five years of experience 
in their fields (two people from the OHE quality assurance area, two 
people from the OHE programme management area and 1 OHE 
academic teacher). These five judges contributed to the contextual 
validation of the instrument. While in the context of the Universi-
tat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB), the criteria for the selection of 
judges were specialists in quantitative methodology (two academics), 
research in feminist theory (one academic) and research and teach-
ing in online education (one academic). For validation, each judge 
completed a Validation Guideline using the criteria of univocity, rele-
vance and importance to assess each of the items in the questionnaire, 
as well as providing comments and input. Based on these evaluations, 
changes and reformulations were made to the final instrument.

Subsequently, the significance test (Cronbach’s Alpha) applied to 
determine the internal consistency of the questionnaire, yielded a 
high level of reliability: α = 0.926, while the analysed part of this 
study: α = 0.956. 

Each item in Part IV was assessed through the following ques-
tion: “What is the degree of importance that the following topics 
currently have and should have in your HEI? The response scale for 
each option was a 5-point Likert scale (1= very little, 2= a little, 3= a 
lot, 4= totally, 5= none/not at all) (see Table 1).

Table 1. Items IV. GP(CyberFem) on quality

Dimensions Items
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Platforms 1. Avoid gender stereotypes or biases in verbal  
and visual communication for advertising purposes.

2. Avoid class, race, or origin stereotypes,  
or biases in verbal and visual communication  
for  advertising  purposes.

3. Avoid gender stereotypes or biases in verbal  
and visual communication on the Intranet.

4. Avoid class, race or origin stereotypes, or biases  
in verbal and visual communication on the Intranet.

Pedagogical design 5. Gender balance in the % of women and men 
 referenced in the bibliography of your syllabi/subjects 
you teach.

6. Avoid gender stereotypes or biases in verbal and  
visual communication in learning resources.

7. Avoid class, racial, or ethnic stereotypes or biases in 
verbal and visual communication in learning resources.

8. Existence of subjects that include GP in their 
 learning objectives.

Interactions 9. Codes of behavior to foster safe online inter-
action spaces.

10. Instances for students and faculty to dialogue about 
the activities proposed in the subjects.

Accompaniment 11. Institutional instances aimed at the psychosocial 
 support of students.

12. The instances of support from the library for the 
search of information with open access or the use 
of free software.

13. Instances aimed at mediation and resolution of online 
and/or offline conflicts (between students, students/
teachers, students/persons of the institution, etc.).

14. Institutional protocols about online violence 
or  harassment.

15. Online spaces for student organizations  
(Federation, Assembly, etc.).

Source: own elaboration.
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ETHICAL PROCEDURES 

The questionnaires were sent to the HEI through links on the 
SurveyMonkey platform. Each institution determined how to 
disseminate and follow up on them (through announcements on 
the survey platform or mass mailings depending on the profile 
of students in the sample). Our task was to ensure that the mes-
sage containing the links had a clear explanation about partici-
pation, its voluntary nature and that it was not associated with 
any kind of incentive or benefit. Each week we sent a response 
status to each HEI which was used to plan the follow-up strat-
egy. The questionnaire filtered those who gave their Consent to 
participate*, where the nature of the participation was specified, 
as well as the anonymous, confidential and for research purposes 
only treatment of the data collected. 

The data were collected between November 15, 2021, and 
January 28, 2022, then exported and analyzed using Excel and 
Jamovi software through descriptive statistics procedures. All 
data collected were worked on files shared by the research team 
associated with technological platforms provided by the UAB 
and in no case uploaded to the cloud or shared with other peo-
ple. In this way, we ensure that we consider the possible ethical 
risks in the collection, storage and use of data in the research. 
The doctoral research of which this study forms part has the 
approval of the Comissió d’Ètica en l’Esperimentaciò Animal 
i Humana de la UAB (Committee on Ethics in Animal and 

* According to Organic Law 3/2018 of December 5, 2018, on the protection 
of personal data and guarantees of digital rights and complementary regula-
tions; and General Data Protection Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the Euro-
pean Parliament and of the Council of April 27, 2016.
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Human Experimentation, UAB). 
RESULTS

The first outcome of the study was a characterisation of online 
VET students in Chile. The study provided additional data to 
the official information provided annually by the Ministry of 
Education*, incorporating, for example, the working conditions 
of the students. This information, from a cyberfeminist perspec-
tive, contributes to the analysis of subjective and material con-
ditions in educational cyberspaces.

The sample of the online VET student body achieved in this 
study, whose data are summarised in Table 2, is divided into 
19.2% of CFT students, 78.6% of IP students, and 2.1% of uni-
versity students. 

Table 2. Description of the sample of students according to type  
of HEI, gender and age (n=1,073)

Total  
respondent         

Female  
gender 

Male  
gender

Age Response 
rate in 
relation to 
targeted 
sample

Type  
of HEI

n % n % n % M* SD** %

CFT 206 19.2 136 12.6 70 6.5 41.0 8.4 4.1

IP 844 78.6 414 35.8 430 40.0 37.6 9.4 2.7

Ues 23 2.1 9 0.8 14 1.3 36.0 9.6 6.7

*  See: https://www.mifuturo.cl/informes-de-matricula/
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Source: own elaboration.
* M: Mean
** SD: Standard Deviation

Some relevant characteristics of the sample are the high average 
total age (38.2 years), considering that the online VET studies 
to which they belong are undergraduate studies, which for many 
could correspond to their first career. Regarding the semester 
attended by the sample, most of the population is in the first or 
second semester* of their degree (32.1% and 30.4%, respectively). 
Regarding the type of work activity** at the time of answering the 
questionnaire, the option Work with a permanent contract pre-
vails, representing 45.3% of the total sample, with significant dif-
ferences in the case of those who identified themselves as women 
and men (33.1% y 58.6% respectively). In the case of men, the 
following options are Work with a fixed-term contract (7.8%) and 
Work with a labor contract (5.8%). In the sample of women, the 
second option is: Work in domestic tasks (8.4%). In the case of 
men, this option is only 0.2%. There is also a significant percent-

*  The response options were nine: from 1 to more than 8 semesters. 
**  The response options were: (1)I work as a domestic worker (householder), (2)I 

work at home taking care of other people (elderly, children, etc.), (3)I work with 
a fee-based contract, (4)I work with a permanent contract, (5)I work with a 
fixed-term contract, (6)I work with a work contract, (7)I work sporadically and 
informally, (8)I am unemployed, (9)I am looking for a job for the first time. Of 
these, options 4 and 5 correspond to the most stable types of work, while 
options 3, 6 and 7 correspond to unstable or sporadic contractual relation-
ships. Options 1 and 2 are the only two unpaid work activities. These options 
combine the traditional classification between employed and non-employed 
persons from the National Employment Survey (Instituto Nacional de 
Estadísticas, Chile, 2022), the main types of contracts in the Chilean labour 
market (Dirección del Trabajo, Chile, 2021), and the unpaid work options 
identified in the study by (ComunidadMujer, 2019). 
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age of the sample of women and men who are unemployed at 
the time of answering the survey, 7.3% and 4.9%, respectively. 
These data show how the sexual division of labour is reproduced 
in the VET online sample, highlighting the precarious employ-
ment situation in which women find themselves to detriment 
of men, who study and have a job with greater stability (at least 
in contractual terms). Meanwhile, women who study and do 
housework or do not have a paid job (option Unemployed) stand 
out. This situation could be interpreted as part of the motiva-
tions of this group to study for an undergraduate degree in VET 
online mode. 

PERCEPTIONS OF THE IMPORTANCE  

OF GP(CYBERFEM) IN HEI

This study revealed differences and similarities in the students’ 
perceptions of how important different variables related to GP 
currently are and should be in their institution. 

CURRENT IMPORTANCE OF GP(CYBERFEM) 

Students’ perception of the current importance of GP(Cyber-
Fem) in their HEI, are concentrated in the dimensions of Accom-
paniment and Interactions. Specifically, the items perceived as 
most important in terms of Accompaniment are: 12. Support_
open_access with an average of 73.5% of the options quite a lot or 
a lot, 11. Instances_sharing_studying (64.2%) and 13. Instances_
mediation (62.0%). In the dimension of Interactions, the items 
with the highest importance are: 10. Safe_spaces_codes (65.7%). 
On the other hand, the items perceived with less importance 
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correspond to the Pedagogical design dimension, whose items 
are: 8. Subject_GP_objectives (40.8%), 5. Gender_balance_bib-
liography (36.4%). Graph 1 shows the mean number of responses 
for each of the items. 

Graph 1. What is the current importance of the following topics  
in your HEI? (n=1,073)

Source: own elaboration.

EXPECTED IMPORTANCE OF GP(CYBERFEM) 

In terms of perceptions regarding the importance that GP(Cy-
berFem) should have, the sample mentions mainly items simi-
lar to the assessment of current importance: 12. Support_open_
access (88.5%), 11. Instances_support_students (87.0%) and 13. 
Instances_mediation (85.6%), in addition to these three items, 
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the following are also mentioned with much importance: 14. 
Protocols_harassment (84.2%) and 15. Student_organization 
(72.0%). Both options had been valued in the current impor-
tance with an average of 55.9% and 45.1% respectively, which 
shows interest in areas that are being attended weakly by the 
HEI, but that revert great interest on the part of their students. 
On the other hand, the items of the dimension Interactions, 
also strongly mentioned, are: 10. Instances_dialogue_activi-
ties (81.0%). This reaffirms the students’ interest in these top-
ics. While the items perceived with less value correspond to the 
pedagogical design dimension: 8. Subjects_GP_learning (30.9%), 
5. Gender_balance_bibliography (30.5%) and 6. Stereotypes_
gender_learning_resources (27.4%). Coinciding with the lower 
valuation of current importance. Graph 2 shows the average 
responses for each of the items.

Graph 2. How important should the following topics be  
in your HEI? (n=1,073) 



316

Source: own elaboration.

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN VARIABLES OF GP(CYBER-

FEM) IN HEI AND STUDENTS’ CHARACTERISTICS 

The next step was to relate each of the items to student char-
acteristics (gender, age range, type of HEI, semester and type 
of work activity) in order to look for significant differences in 
the responses. On the one hand, as shown in Table 3, it is sur-
prising that at present, variables such as gender, age or type of 
work activity do not explain differences in the evaluations of 
the people in the sample. On the other hand, the differences 
are significant with respect to the type of HEI and the semester 
they are studying. 

Regarding the former, differences are in the Accompani-
ment dimension, in the items: 14. Protocols_harassment (χ2 = 
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9.213, df = 2, p =.010), 15. Student_organization (χ2 = 10.272, 
df = 2, p = .006) and 9. Codes_safe_online (χ2 = 7.847, df = 
2, p = .020) of the Interactions dimension. While according to 
semester, significant differences are observed in the items: 13. 
Instances_mediation (χ2 = 17.358, df = 8, p = .027) and in 14. 
Protocols_harassment (χ2=25.393, df=8, p=.001). In general, the 
few significant differences in the current ratings could be inter-
preted as a diagnosis shared by the student sample, reflecting 
the transversal scarcity regarding the incorporation of gender 
perspectives within the institutions that deliver VET online in 
Chile. The significant differences detected, mostly explained by 
the type of HEI, could be reflecting the specific characteristics of 
each institution in terms of infrastructure, human and material 
resources, pedagogical and instructional models, etc.

As shown in Table 4, in the assessments of the future scenario 
regarding the importance of PG as part of the quality of their 
education, interesting significant differences can be observed 
based on the gender of the students in the sample. In almost 
half of the items we observe differences: 2. Stereotypes_inter-
sectional_advertising (U = 131538, p = .011), 3. Stereotypes_
gender _intranet (U = 129048, p = .002), 5. Gender_balance_ 
bibliography (U = 129633, p = .004), 6. Stereotypes_gender _
learning_resources  (U = 13343, p = .036), 7. Stereotypes 
_intersectional _learning_resources (U = 130053, p = .005), 8. 
Subjects_PG_learning (U = 127679, p = .001), 15. Student_
organization (U = 125653, p = < .001). Corresponding mainly to 
the dimensions Platforms and Pedagogical design. This could be 
read under the theoretical perspective put forward in this study: 
people’s online presence and experience are strongly influenced 
by their gender, in the understanding that gender does not only 
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Type of HEI Semester Type of work activity

χ2 df p χ2 df p χ2 df p

8.825 2 .012 2.266 8 .972 7.20 8 .515

5.433 2 .066 3.116 8 .927 7.64 8 .469

2.386 2 .303 2.165 8 .976 3.18 8 .922

4.718 2 .095 0.796 8 .999 5.50 8 .703

2.364 2 .307 5.221 8 .734 4.43 8 .817

1.755 2 .416 4.196 8 .839 2.43 8 .965

3.263 2 .196 4.967 8 .761 4.52 8 .808

0.652 2 .722 5.342 8 .720 4.38 8 .822

7.847* 2 .020 8.204 8 .414 1.95 8 .982

1.440 2 .487 6.328 8 .610 7.77 8 .456

1.230 2 .541 10.886 8 .208 4.15 8 .844

2.336 2 .311 7.386 8 .496 2.20 8 .974

4.095 2 .129 17.358* 8 .027 5.40 8 .714

9.213* 2 .010 25.393* 8 .001 2.86 8 .943

10.272* 2 .006 10.590 8 .226 11.02 8 .200

* Significant at the p = < 0.05 level
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refer to an individual condition but to a social structure that 
bases its power relations around it. 

In global terms, in the case of both scenarios, it is surprising 
that the type of work activity variable does not explain the sta-
tistical differences in the assessments of the sample of student. 
Considering that as part of the characteristics of the sample, 
the type of work activity is one of the variables with the greatest 
gender imbalances, as it reproduces the traditional sexual divi-
sion of labour between men and women. However, considering 
the results, these gender imbalances would not be explanatory 
factors for differences in assessment, while gender as a variable 
would explain differences between current and future percep-
tions regarding the quality of their studies. 
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Type of HEI Semester Type of work activity

χ2 df p χ2 df p χ2 df p

3.651 2 .161 5.25 8 .730 9.54 8 .299

2.670 2 .263 7.61 8 .472 7.20 8 .515

1.236 2 .539 5.72 8 .678 4.28 8 .831

3.582 2 .167 5.66 8 .685 8.28 8 .406

3.849 2 .146 7.40 8 .494 6.63 8 .577

0.332 2 .847 9.81 8 .279 5.95 8 .653

0.724 2 .696 10.18 8 .252 8.94 8 .347

1.478 2 .478 6.68 8 .571 6.80 8 .559

0.604 2 .739 18.16* 8 .020 6.30 8 .614

0.711 2 .701 5.51 8 .702 7.54 8 .480

0.444 2 .801 4.60 8 .800 5.96 8 .652

0.203 2 .904 10.91 8 .207 4.62 8 .797

0.463 2 .793 13.95 8 .083 7.18 8 .517

2.492 2 .288 18.49* 8 .018 5.58 8 .694

0.737 2 .692 12.69 8 .123 10.97 8 .203

* Significant at the p = < 0.05 level
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Table 3. Current importance of GP(CyberFem) in relation  
to elements of students’ background  

Gender Age range

U p χ2 df p

1. Stereotypes_gender_advertising 139568 .407 1.512 4 .825

2. Stereotypes_intersectional_ 
advertising

141515 .663 2.030 4 .730

3. Stereotypes_gender_intranet 137357 .201 1.860 4 .761

4. Stereotypes_intersectional_ 
intranet

141676 .687 3.914 4 .418

5. Gender_balance_ bibliography 133624 .043 2.048 4 .727

6. Stereotypes_gender_learning_ 
resources

137908 .244 5.108 4 .276

7. Stereotypes_intersectional_ 
learning_resources

137741 .231 8.401 4 .078

8. Subjects_PG_learning 137971 .251 4.863 4 .302

9. Codes_safe_online 138098 .253 1.993 4 .737

10. Instances_dialogue_activities 140438 .504 8.731 4 .068

11. Instances_support_students 136359 .134 2.386 4 .665

12. Support_open_access 142807 .859 3.326 4 .505

13. Instances_mediation 138648 .305 5.094 4 .278

14. Protocols_harassment 140129 .472 3.240 4 .519

15. Student_organization 134865 .075 0.969 4 .914

* Significant at the p = < 0.05 level
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Table 4. Expected importance of GP(CyberFem) in relation  
to elements of students’ background 

Gender Age range

U p χ2 df p

1. Stereotypes_gender_advertising 135668 .097 1.222 4 .874

2. Stereotypes_intersectional_ 
advertising

131538* .011 4.058 4 .398

3. Stereotypes_gender_intranet 129048* .002 0.995 4 .911

4. Stereotypes_intersectional_ 
intranet

134291 .051 2.676 4 .613

5. Gender_balance_ bibliography 129633* .004 5.765 4 .217

6. Stereotypes_gender_learning_ 
resources

133433* .036 4.191 4 .381

7. Stereotypes_intersectional_ 
learning_resources

130053* .005 6.550 4 .162

8. Subjects_PG_learning 127679* .001 2.318 4 .677

9. Codes_safe_online 138207 .237 2.968 4 .563

10. Instances_dialogue_activities 136945 .131 9.198 4 .056

11. Instances_support_students 138804 .283 4.594 4 .332

12. Support_open_access 141278 .591 1.629 4 .804

13. Instances_mediation 135663 .079 8.654 4 .070

14. Protocols_harassment 139304 .330 2.490 4 .647

15. Student_organization 125653* < .001 5.319 4 .256

* Significant at the p = < 0.05 level



323

DISCUSSION-CONCLUSIONS

In this study, we set out to analyse the perceptions of online VET 
students in Chile about the quality of their training through the 
eyes of the GP(CyberFem). To do this, we asked two questions: 
how important do they perceive GP(CyberFem) to be at present 
as part of the quality of their studies, and how important do they 
think it should be? In this respect, we conclude that the sam-
ple of online VET students consulted think that the following 
dimensions are currently most important in their HEIs: accom-
paniment and interactions. Specifically, aspects related to institu-
tional initiatives in favour of greater and better student partici-
pation. On the other hand, the sample of students believes that 
in a future scenario, the aspects that should be more relevant 
are those related to accompaniment, conflict mediation and stu-
dent participation. All these aspects are in line with the current 
approach of PG in higher education in Chile, understood as a 
transversal and multidimensional axis that cut across all educa-
tional areas (Subsecretaría de Educación Superior, Chile, 2022). 
However, it is relevant to highlight the lack of importance given 
by students to purely pedagogical, methodological and techno-
logical issues. These results can be interpreted as an interest of 
the students in topics not strictly linked to their subjects, learn-
ing activity or content, denoting an interest and demand for 
topics related to the experience of their studies and the personal 
relationships developed during their training.  

In light of these results, it is interesting to review the tradi-
tional perspectives on quality proposed by Harvey & Green 
(1993) and later the review by Jungblut & Vukasovic, (2013), 
who do not consider gender as a category. The results of the 
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study confirm the importance of issues related to accompani-
ment, conflict mediation and student participation, analysed in 
this study from a GP(CyberFem). While purely pedagogical, 
methodological and technological issues are mentioned with 
less relevance, suggesting a possible indifference towards these 
issues that we interpret as a possible lack of criticality regarding 
the contents and pedagogical design of their studies, or as a pas-
sive and instrumental approach to them. In both cases, a better 
protagonist of the students could help to reverse these positions. 
Thus, it could be interpreted that the perspective of quality as 
transformation from Harvey & Green (1993), is more relevant 
from the perspective of the students in the sample, reaffirming 
the premises of the literature that warn that the characteristics 
of the online modality are one of the fundamental reasons why 
these studies are chosen, especially in groups marginalised from 
more traditional education systems (Heedy & Uribe, 2008; Lai 
& Lu, 2009; Patterson, 2010). These results suggest the impor-
tance of incorporating the views of students from the quality 
perspective (Fidalgo et al., 2020), thus reinforcing the contex-
tual, dynamic, and dialogical perspective of quality (Bendixen & 
Jacobsen, 2020; Stracke, 2019; Williamson, 2019). Within this 
view, GP(CyberFem) could be considered as part of those added 
values in the student experience. 

The findings from the inferential part of our study show that 
gender is the variable that explains the most significant differ-
ences in the results. Thus, our proposal to analyse the quality of 
online VET through the prism of GP(CyberFem), gives impor-
tance to virtual learning environments as cultural and politi-
cal technologies, as non-neutral spaces that have an associated 
embodiment in students’ experiences. This is in line with current 
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efforts to incorporate an intersectional view of gender in higher 
education (Herman & Kirkup, 2017), contextualised in online 
environments (Garcia & Conejo, 2021), which allows progress 
towards the integral quality view proposed by institutions in 
Chile, where gender is a transversal part of the pedagogical and 
institutional areas of higher education.

The introduction of these changes could lead to a rethinking 
of traditional views on quality in online VET, which mainly refer 
to didactic aspects, scalability, standardisation and efficiency of 
technological platforms (Williamson et al., 2019). In addition, 
they transfer to virtual environments the efforts linked to the use 
of inclusive, non-sexist and heteronormative language in the cur-
riculum, syllabi and teaching (Vizcarra-García, 2021). The Gen-
der Perspective with a cyberfeminist approach is a useful tool to 
incorporate these emerging issues of online VET and from them 
generate new questions about the teaching role, institutional pol-
icies on GP, participatory spaces and the criteria with which qual-
ity is analysed (Barón, 2019; Benito & Verge, 2020).

This study provides interesting clues to further problema-
tise the motivations and meaning that online students give to 
their VET training, given their profile as working adults, with 
an average age of 38, in contrast to what has traditionally been 
understood as a professionalising and instrumental meaning. 
The findings of this study allow us to observe the importance 
that this group attaches to other aspects linked to dialogue, par-
ticipation and transversal training in subjects that go beyond 
the disciplinary field of their studies. It would be interesting to 
investigate how these issues are currently incorporated into the 
criteria for assessing the quality of online VET, and to propose 
new challenges based on this. 
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Finally, this study presents several challenges. From a theoret-
ical point of view, it is necessary to point out that the principles 
of the cyberfeminism are currently understood by the specialised 
literature on the basis of other definitions and do not necessarily 
use the concept of cyberfeminism. We believe that this situation 
is not due to a lack of usefulness or relevance of cyberfeminist 
principles for understanding current phenomena, but rather to a 
re-conceptualisation of the terms and their adaptation to global 
agendas. However, our theoretical proposal is also a bid to revit-
alise the concept and use it to critically observe and interpret 
educational phenomena. While, from a methodological point of 
view, our results are limited within the possibilities of the statis-
tical margin, given the phenomena studied, it would be tremen-
dously enriching to contemplate the incorporation of qualitative 
methods to nurture students’ perceptions or to deepen the results 
found, as well as to incorporate a triangulation with other pro-
files (teachers, quality managers, online programme managers, 
political authorities, etc.) linked to online VET.
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Vet systems  
and policy making
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Systems and policies of vocational education and training 
(VET) are aiming to responding to the needs of the economy 
by providing learners with desirable skills as well as cultivating 
their abilities for personal growth and active citizenship. VET 
can boost enterprise performance, competitiveness, research 
and innovation, which are fundamental aspects of successful 
employment and social policy. The search for best impacts on 
employability and meeting changing demands in industry and 
services has led to a process of transformations and reconsid-
eration of VET policies in different national VET systems in 
Europe and beyond. Chapters in this section depict a variety of 
challenges for teachers, students and policy makers in a variety 
of VET contexts.

The first chapter in this part of the anthology is written by Bill 
Esmond, and here we get a rare and well written insight into the 
social and economic policies in England over the last 12 years, 
centered on the reform of apprenticeships and technical educa-
tion. Esmond introduces us to the chaîne opératoire of historical 
artefacts, and how this chain leads us back to a dualization of 
labor markets and social policies that is increasingly reshaping 
VET, not only in the UK, but across developed countries.
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Oksana Melnyk has written a text that reviews the work and 
activities of international organizations as policy makers in the 
post-WWII era. It discusses and questions the influence on 
policy making in the sphere from the perspective of traditional 
institutions, mainly focusing on developing countries and coun-
tries in transition. Melnyk suggests that these countries have not 
established institutionalized VET systems, and thus are more 
approachable to implement policies financed by international 
organizations. 

Isabelle Huning’s chapter aims to explore the historical devel-
opment and institutionalisation of VET systems. As has been 
noted in previous research, VET systems greatly vary in set 
up and prestige across Europe. It is however agreed upon that 
each VET system follows its own unique historical path, which 
makes going back in time inevitable to understand today’s dif-
ferences. The comparative accounts on VET systems in Hun-
ing’s text are based on various scholarly traditions and literature 
branches, and it particularly looks at the role of apprenticeships 
in VET systems.

In Meritocracy as a catalyst for the devaluation of vocational 
education and training, Vera Braun presents a research project 
that investigates the relationship between meritocracy and voca-
tional education and training. As previous studies on VET in 
Europe claims, in many countries, it can be observed that voca-
tional education and training is not held in high social esteem 
and that a vast majority of young people prefers to go on to 
higher education. According to the Braun’s study, a meritocratic 
orientation acts as a catalyst for developments that contribute 
to this devaluation of vocational education and training. This 
leads, among other things, to vocational education and training 
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only insufficiently fulfilling its qualification function and the 
employment market complaining of a shortage of skilled work-
ers with a simultaneous surplus of academics.

In the same vein, Manos Pavlakis tries to grasp to what extent 
policies designed are successfully implemented in the field of 
VET, however, here the focus is on inclusion. Inclusion in 
workplace learning has been challenged during the last couple 
of years, Pavlakis notes, as one of the consequences of the pan-
demic. The purpose of the study in this article is to build on 
the data of the previous review and further examine the issue 
of inclusion in workplace learning taking into consideration all 
new developments in the field, through a multifaceted data col-
lection. 

The study presented in the following chapter investigates fac-
tors related to workplace learning and congruence with orga-
nizational goals and values and represents empirical findings 
from three different countries. The study is conducted by Petri 
Nokelainen and colleagues, and the results show that expan-
sive workplace learning factors related to work resources and 
environmental resources were present in cross-cultural context 
(Estonia, Finland and Italy), and congruence with organiza-
tional goals and values had a strong positive relation with work 
and environmental resources factors both in merged and coun-
try-specific data. 

In the next to last chapter in this book, Matthias Pilz pres-
ents findings from a study on cooperation structures and pro-
cedures in actors’ networks in Mexico. Pilz has studied the dual 
education system that has been implemented by the national 
government in Mexico in recent years, and his interest here is to 
look at what principles are necessary for cooperation between 
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different actors in Mexico? The presented research includes a 
qualitative survey of expert interviews. The study shows, among 
other things, that different principles are needed to ensure that 
cooperation does not come to an end. 

This book concludes with a chapter written by Kevin Orr, and 
Rachel Terry concerning the T level qualifications in England. 
T level technical qualifications for 16–19-year-old students were 
introduced in England in 2020, and as of 2022, Ten T levels are 
available and more are planned, each one corresponding to a 
specific occupational area. The claim that T levels are high qual-
ity is central to their introduction and politicians have repeat-
edly described them as “gold standard”. However, Orr closes this 
book by arguing that beyond a rhetoric of skills and employ-
ment, perceptions of quality in English vocational education 
and training (VET) including T levels, reflect the values of soci-
ety, especially the primacy of academic and university-based 
education, and that consequently T levels will struggle to gain 
favour among young people or wider society.

Wishing you a pleasant reading!

Janne Kontio, Petros Gougoulakis & Lázaro Moreno Herrera
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ABSTRACT: 

VET policies that assign increasing importance to workplace 
learning, including as a route into higher education, emphasise 
technological advances, such as international discourses refer-
encing a fourth industrial revolution (4IR). Such approaches 
have become increasingly central to UK social and economic 
policies over the last 12 years, centred on the reform of appren-
ticeships and ‘technical education’ in England. Yet these poli-
cies have also appealed to a discourse of ‘craft’ to validate voca-
tional routes, recalling the earlier status of skilled work during 
the handicraft period. These apparently incongruous refer-
ences to moral and material dimensions of skilled work, largely 
neglected by technological policy discourses, call our attention 
to cultural and societal contexts of these policies. This paper 
explores these contexts drawing on methods used to construct 
material cultures from the chaîne opératoire of historical arte-
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facts. This chaîne leads us back to a dualisation of labour mar-
kets and social policies that is increasingly reshaping VET across 
developed countries.

KEYWORDS: 

craft; apprenticeship; workplace learning; material culture; 
chaîne opératoire

INTRODUCTION: 

technology, technical education in England and notions of 
‘craft’

Policy discourses favouring the development of VET have 
increasingly selected technology as the decisive factor in post-
COVID recovery and the future economy in general. The 
‘fourth industrial revolution’ or ‘Industry 4.0’ has become a key 
trope for a world of work dominated by artificial intelligence, 
robotics and supply chain synchronicity, widely employed 
within developed countries (Schwab 2017; Cedefop 2020a; Avis 
2020). The COVID-19 pandemic appears to have strengthened 
these aspects of VET, providing them with new impetus inter-
nationally. Training for new occupations in emerging industries 
and technical fields has become an essential solution for labour 
market dislocation, continuing during the greater disruption 
of war and refugee crises (ILO 2020; Osnabruck Declaration 
2020; Cedefop 2020b). Correspondingly, across educational 
sectors, national governments and international agencies seek 
to continue strengthening digitised forms of education, albeit 
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with modification, during economic recovery (Vincent-Lancrin 
et al. 2022).

This technological imperative has reinforced tendencies to 
draw educational pathways closer to employment practice. The 
‘technical education’ reforms in England since 2010 provide a 
notable example. Here, some students, mainly male young peo-
ple on STEM-based routes, are enabled to engage with new spe-
cialist opportunities for work-based learning. However, such 
experiences are unavailable to other students, especially young 
women and the children of refugee families, whose VET expe-
riences direct them towards service industry roles in such fields 
as care and retail. This leads to new dimensions of inequality 
within VET (Esmond, 2018; Esmond and Atkins 2020, 2022). 
This emerging stratification, reproducing more directly the 
inequalities of the workplace within educational pathways, 
should also remind us that, in any country, only a minority of 
VET students will find work in manufacturing roles. A notable 
feature of the ‘lockdown’ measures such countries took against 
the pandemic was the salience of many ‘essential’ or ‘key workers’ 
whose uninterrupted labour proved necessary for human life to 
continue; yet their expertise is valued little and usually poorly 
rewarded (Avis et al. 2021).

The dominant focus on technology raises further concerns 
about what role VET can play in creating more sustainable soci-
eties. A question posed with greater urgency during the recent 
past has been how far VET should be oriented to productive 
needs that are premised on ever-increasing consumer demand, 
rising employment and depletion of the world’s resources. The 
experience of this period when much productive activity slowed 
or halted, however temporarily, reinforced scepticism about 
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contemporary work (Avis 2022; Graeber 2018) and lent cre-
dence to those seeking guaranteed incomes rather than a waged 
economy. It also demonstrated, also temporarily, the possibility 
of a world in which environmentally destructive activities can be 
suspended (Avis et al. 2021). The urge towards a ‘greener’ VET 
reflects these concerns, most strongly expressed in demands for 
a thoroughgoing transformation of VET, as part of a proposed 
shift in the values and motivations of key industries (e.g., Relly 
et al. 2022). 

These concerns build on earlier anxieties, especially since the 
economic crisis after 2007 but even during periods of relative 
stability: disillusion with modern commercial activity fostered 
a retrospective longing for a lost authenticity and engagement 
associated with earlier forms of work and modes of work organ-
isation. This urge to rediscover virtues of the past has been evi-
denced in such fields of work as ‘heritage’ building practices, 
specialist textiles, or food and drink production, offering the 
opportunity for consumers and workers to rediscover apparently 
lost experiences and meanings. A burgeoning literature of craft 
(e.g., Adamson 2007, 2010; Crawford 2009; Marchand 2007) 
has contrasted virtues of handicraft production to the alienat-
ing experiences of mechanised production and the ‘knowledge 
society, drawing attention to the ‘value of craftsmanship in a 
mechanical, quantitative society’ (Sennett 2009, 48). In the arts, 
and notably in textiles, possibilities for autonomy, critique and 
‘craftivism’ are complemented by caution about ‘craftwashing,’ 
the appropriation of craft discourse for neoliberal policy aims 
(Black and Burisch 2020).

This interest in craft has echoes in VET, where such language 
recalls both extensive and ambiguous traditions. Across inter-
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national settings, VET has employed the language of ‘craft,’ 
‘craftsmanship’ and such equivalents as ‘Handwerk’ to convey 
various meanings about VET’s aims and activities. Whilst in 
specific cases they reference historical precursors of current 
techniques, ‘heritage’ skills such as those taught for restoration 
work, or catering for tastes in ‘artisan’ food and beverages, this 
terminology also has deeper meanings in VET. It can operate 
as a discourse beyond describing specific occupational mean-
ings. It references not simply what must be learnt in order to 
work in an occupation(s) but what it means to be a member of 
the occupational group: the ethical considerations that should 
guide one’s work and how one should behave towards others. 
These behaviours and attributes are implied preconditions of 
each group’s membership privileges, and in turn convey a sta-
tus associated with occupational groups. They provide moral, 
cultural and social dimensions to learning about work and in 
the workplace, leading such discourses to resonate with many 
though by no means all practitioners. 

The immediate focus of this paper is the way that these dis-
courses were appropriated by English VET policy, only to fade 
as technology-led discourses came into focus to legitimate these 
policies. The UK government’s technical education reforms 
after 2010 were extensively justified with references to a spirit 
of ‘craftsmanship’ including references to the 19th century ‘arts 
and crafts’ movement (e.g., Hayes 2010, Gove 2011). These allu-
sions were abandoned as the language of ‘technical education’ 
became pervasive, and the creative and specialist manufactur-
ing curricula most relevant to this earlier vision were resched-
uled to the latest possible date of introduction. The marginal-
isation of these ‘craft’ vocations raises questions about VET’s 
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uneasy relationships with technology, social inequality and sus-
tainability.

These developments, apparently isolated in a country con-
sidered increasingly as an outlier, give rise to more profound 
questions about the fundamental purposes of learning at and 
‘for’ work. The potential of these discourses for remoralising 
the field and motivating its students are widely noted by prac-
titioners and reflected by researchers focused on practice (e.g., 
Mjelde and Daly 2006) even extending to the practices of teach-
ers (e.g., Kidd et al. 2022). In turn this raises further questions 
about whether ‘craft’ and ‘craftsmanship’ discourses are doomed 
to present a narrow vision of skilled-worker privilege, or whether 
they can support deeper thinking about the context of older 
work practices, tool and material use. In short, what aspects of 
past practice can help us think in more expansive terms about 
the meaning and potential of VET?

The paper therefore proceeds in the next section to anchor 
discussions from studies of craft within VET in a wider body of 
literature that has sought to theorise craft. The following sec-
tion then explains how these approaches have also given rise to a 
specific methodology, the chaîne opératoire, to make explicit the 
connection between craft practices and the societies that make 
and consume their products. This approach has been employed 
to understand the how the policies of English VET are shaped 
by wider patterns of production and consumption. Next, data 
is then presented about technical education reforms and their 
relationship to the context of a polarising society. Discussion of 
this data enables us to understand the outcomes of VET policy 
in England; but also provides suggestions about what aspects 
of ‘craft’ might have value for a renewal VET as an educational 
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pathway, as well as which have less promise. In conclusion, the 
paper reviews the potential of craft concepts for VET research 
to explore further the complexities of learning in the workplace 
and in preparation for work.

THEORY AND METHODS

THEORISING ‘CRAFT’ WITHIN VET AND BEYOND

Notions of ‘craft’ and its international equivalents have pervaded 
VET from its earliest times, contributing to a general terminol-
ogy of institutions, courses and qualifications. In their simplest 
usage, these terms refer to a level of study and the occupational 
group of which the student aspires to become a fully qualified 
member. In England ‘craft’ qualifications survive, using a widely 
recognised descriptor for the requirements of skilled man-
ual work (e.g., City & Guilds 2021). This term also references 
learning at work or similar activities in educational settings, of 
a type that Winch summarises as ‘essentially non-academic and 
practical’ (Winch 2007, p.17). Such practical learning differs 
from one-off classroom exposition by its continuous iteration 
of actions through the use of varying materials and in differ-
ent contexts. Richardson’s (1939) early account of UK technical 
colleges captures this variation, citing Sturt’s (1923) description 
of learning through ‘practice and experience of every difficulty’ 
(Sturt 1923 in Richardson 1939, p.2). This breadth of experience 
also suggests a richer educational experience than the acquisi-
tion of narrow competences associated with English-speaking 
countries from the 1980s onwards. Such terms as craft allude 
to meanings beyond these simpler labels, summoning up the 
characteristics that members of the occupational group can be 
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expected to exhibit, and by implication the mode of work organ-
isation suggested by ‘craft.’ 

These are ambivalent concepts; and if ‘craft’ is frequently 
referenced in VET, it is usually theorised weakly, with fleeting 
references to a small number of well-known sources. The same 
concepts, or more accurately, the same overlapping fields, have 
been examined at length by multiple academic disciplines. This 
ranges from those such as archaeology and anthropology, which 
once expected craft practices to disappear as modernity reached 
further across the globe and now situates them in the urban 
present as well as the liminal past (Greiner and Proepper 2016), 
to perspectives from philosophy and sociology. 

Within VET, craft and its cognates have affinities with a hand-
icraft past, referenced in countless allusions to the ancient ped-
igree of work-based learning in comparison to schooling (Bil-
lett 2011; Wellington 1993). A key question for this discussion 
is what aspects of the learning associated with craft production 
are relevant today. Learning at work has been a defining feature 
of apprenticeship since its emergence in pre-industrial societies, 
with learning from experienced practitioners during the produc-
tive process a salient distinction between vocational and general 
education. The revival of interest in such practices extends from 
educational research (e.g., Eraut 2004) to the ethnography of ‘sit-
uated learning’ (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). Accounts 
of learning through ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ have 
provided justification for learning ‘autonomously’ at work, or in 
online ‘communities of practice,’ in preference to the classroom. 
Yet this sublimation of learning to production activities is cer-
tainly problematic for learning about occupations that require a 
substantial scientific or technological knowledge, to say nothing 
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of learning about the societal context of work or preparing the 
student more broadly for participation in civic life. 

By contrast, others have taken interest in craft’s broader pos-
sibilities: its association with materials, senses, tools, embodied 
cognition and above all identities shaped by notions of ‘mastery’ 
achieved through persistent deployment of skills to varied mate-
rials and products. Mjelde and Daly (2006) contrast the ‘depth 
of understanding or mastery of a craft’ (2006, p.10) through 
workshop practice to its erosion in favour of market-driven 
‘business’ skills. Hyland (2014) draws on craft to propose a trans-
formation of VET, arguing that ‘VET needs to emphasize the 
values, craft and aesthetic features of vocationalism if the peren-
nial problems are to be dealt with’ (2014, 3). Chan (2014) argues 
that ‘craftsmanship ... is not limited to trades-based occupations 
nor is the designation of craftsmen gendered’ (2014, p.314) and 
cites Corson’s (1985) conditions for the acquisition of disposi-
tional aspects of craftsmanship: no ulterior motive in work other 
than the product and its creation; and workers free to control 
their own working action, learn from and develop their own 
capacities in work that infuses their entire mode of living (Cor-
son 1985 in Chan 2014, 316). These idealised conditions have 
scarcely been those of craft production in almost any historical 
period or location. However, they open up possibilities for VET 
to conceptualise the meaning of work beyond the performance 
of narrow production routines.

Such potential is recognisable in a broader literature that 
identifies a capacity for more meaningful engagement with 
work through the identities that craft confers. Denicola and 
Wilkinson-Weber (2016) describe this as the ‘constitutive nature 
of craft... the ways in which it constructs a category of makers 
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at the same time as they make the objects with which they are 
associated’ (2016, 3). The possibility of constructing identities 
based on engagement with materials, tools and practices that 
lead to the creation of recognisable use-values is central to the 
practice of all those who seek to find meaning in both work 
and learning that includes embodied cognition. This capacity 
to construct identities outside the relations of commodity pro-
duction is suggested in the most unpromising settings: Sanchez 
(2020) contrasts the satisfaction of Indian scrapyard workers in 
transforming objects into raw materials with the demotivation 
of car production workers in the same city. This does not imply 
an idealisation of such work, however: Makovicky  (2020) notes 
the tension of craft textile workers both fulfilled and impov-
erished by an activity that they describe as driving them mad; 
Munro and O,Kane (2022) see in contemporary craft discourses 
a mission to drive the unemployed into entrepreneurship. Nev-
ertheless, the breadth of expertise in such occupations contrasts 
sharply with the assessment of isolated competences, which 
reflects the division of labour into alienated piece-part work 
(Gregson and Todd 2019). VET researchers note the ‘occupa-
tional prestige’ that shapes student identities, whether or not 
these are realised in working life (Dummler et al. 2020).

This breadth is also suggestive of a certain independence 
from the performativity of contemporary work: Gamble (2001) 
describes craft in terms of an autonomy of expertise shared by a 
community rather than controlled by an employer or manager. 
Yet the same account draws attention to its entanglement with 
apartheid and inequality. Craft retains troubling associations 
with insular communities and social inequalities. The relatively 
privileged status of skilled workers is referenced by practitioners 
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in everyday VET practice. A critical dimension is the histori-
cal association of craft with political economy: its association 
with a mode of production that preceded the modern division 
of labour described by Smith (1776/2012) and the alienation 
produced by modern industry, identified by Marx and Engels 
(1932/1976). In these terms, craft describes a mode of produc-
tion and of work organisation in which the artisan manufac-
tures the finished object from raw materials. This mode was of 
course largely superseded by the industrial revolution, mecha-
nisation and capitalist relations. Adamson (2010) observes that 
craft defines itself in terms of its opposition to the industrial 
mode of production that replaced it, although handicraft sur-
vivals, skilled work in maintenance and assembly, as well as ‘heri-
tage’ revivals, have all laid claim to this title within industrialised 
societies.

Gamble’s (2001) account remains unusual in its attention both 
to craft-based educational practice and its societal context: it 
notes the erosion of traditional crafts, which ‘find their continu-
ation in the niche markets of lifestyle commodities, rather than at 
the core of major production processes’ (Gamble 2001, 185). This 
process is traced back through Taylorism to the industrial rev-
olution and eighteenth-century division of labour. Meanwhile, 
the master-apprentice relation that long shaped skilled labour 
has been dispersed into a combination of college modules and 
workplace experience. Especially in contexts where learning is 
broken down into employer-friendly competences, we are left 
with ‘a socially and pedagogically empty practice, divorced from 
its original social function and purpose as a transmitter of iden-
tity based on mastery’ (2001, 198). Yet this account of South 
African cabinet-making apprenticeship presents the transmis-
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sion of expertise entirely in terms of creating finished objects, 
with drawings, tools and interactions mediating emerging under-
standings of their creation. Gamble traces these understandings 
back through Polanyi’s tacit knowledge, through Bernsteinian 
recontextualisation to Durkheim’s ‘idealisation,’ enabling both 
classification and systematisation, but also a projection towards 
a more desirable state. Such learning contrasts starkly with the 
narrow curricula that have come to characterise much VET in 
English-speaking countries. Especially where vocational learning 
is based on occupations, survivals of pedagogies based on holistic 
understandings, combined with a civic education, hold out hope 
for remoralised forms of learning. 

Such complexities rarely feature in VET accounts, or in the 
daily references to craft discourses that populate daily VET 
practice. Nor do craft’s allusions to sensory, moral and societal 
aspects of skilled work have the same salience across VET prac-
tice and policy. This contrasts with the sensitivity to the natural 
world and its resources that has characterised writing on craft 
at least from Sturt (1923) and survives in contemporary writing 
on sustainability (e.g., Väänänen and Pöllänen 2020). This pro-
vides one of the major ironies of contemporary education: that 
insights from spheres of activity and technologies more sym-
pathetic to the planet’s future may be shared in schools, as in 
the sloyd movement’s attention to socio-cultural and historical 
aspects (Kokko et al. 2020), but rarely with learners at advanced 
levels, close to transitions into work. The preservation of intan-
gible cultural heritage (UNESCO 20003) likewise focuses on 
craft in terms of the continuity of traditional practices rather 
than the contextual insights they offer to contemporary work. 
In making sense of these contradictions, the paper now draws 
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on a methodology drawn from the sphere of anthropology and 
architecture to connect these two domains: the practice of craft 
and its societal context.

 
METHODS: INTRODUCING THE CHAÎNE OPÉRATOIRE

The chaîne opératoire developed from the insights of Marcel 
Mauss and his students with the aim of capturing the social acts 
that comprise the life cycle of an artefact, as well as the cogni-
tion that informs its actions (Leroi-Gourhan 1964; Lemonnier 
1992). In its anthropological and archaeological applications, 
the chaîne opératoire begins with manufactured objects and first 
determines the processes used to make them. This series of activ-
ities, which might include the extraction of ores, the smelting 
of metal, the hammering into shape, annealing and finishing, 
each requires a particular set of social arrangements as well as 
skills and the learning through which these develop. From the 
further extension of the chaîne to include the location of fin-
ished goods, it becomes possible to draws wider conclusions 
about the societies that distributed and consumed these mate-
rial objects, connecting their manufacture to the cultures that 
produce them. Dobres (1999) describes the chaîne opératoire as 
‘a powerful conceptual framework... providing technology stud-
ies with both the empirical rigour they require and the human 
face they deserve’ (1999, 124). In such conceptualisations, the 
chaîne not only identifies the stages used to transform raw mate-
rial into useable objects but elaborates such aspects of their soci-
etal context as the transmission of expertise through families 
or apprenticeship (Lewis and Arntz 2020). The chaîne opéra-
toire: “considers all technological and social elements of a spe-
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cific commodity from the procurement of raw materials to the 
finished item and extends further into its distribution and sub-
sequent sociocultural biography …  in particular relationships 
and networks that are brought into being through the various 
steps of making things” (Rebay-Salisbury et al. 2014, pp. 1-2).  

Given our interest in the extended relationships connect-
ing craft practices, discourses, VET, employment and society, 
educational applications of the chaîne opératoire appear entirely 
justified. The application of this method seems especially apt 
in educational settings that create material objects: Wright 
(2016) has examined a curriculum and its pedagogies in an art 
setting through this methodology. In this paper, we extend the 
approach further, aiming to capture its significance in both the 
practices of craft learning and in contemporary policy. The arte-
facts we describe here are the papers and speeches that laid the 
foundations of ‘technical education’ policy in England, and the 
data that illustrates how this has evolved in the years since the 
earliest announcements summoned up a spirit of ‘arts and crafts’. 
We outline the stages by which these reached the current posi-
tion. We then extend to the societal aspects of our chaîne, in the 
shape of the economic and social distribution of the equivalent 
of artefacts and activities: the mode of production of commod-
ities and the share of wealth that both shape and are reproduced 
by educational practice.

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS: THE CHAÎNE OPÉRATOIRE OF 

ENGLISH TECHNICAL EDUCATION

The reforms described by the UK government as ‘technical edu-
cation’ comprise two major strands: a reframing of apprentice-
ships and the introduction of work-based placement learning 
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for full-time students. The latter were central upper-secondary 
‘technical’ qualifications described as ‘T Levels’ in imitation 
of the general education ‘A-level’. In the policy discourse, for 
example in government publications, these policies are associ-
ated with specific reports: Alison Wolf ’s (2011) review of further 
education, focused on full-time VET; Doug Richard’s (2012) 
apprenticeship review and the Independent Review of Technical 
Education (2016) led by Lord Sainsbury. These reports are gen-
erally prefaced by a ministerial introduction noting both their 
originality and their commonality with other proposals. 

Yet a study of these policies based on the chaîne opératoire 
enables us to see this history differently. The authorship of pol-
icies did not begin with the collection of evidence by these 
commissions but with the development of discourses prepar-
ing the ground for these changes. Ministers and civil servants 
had already laid the ground for these reforms, introducing the 
language of technical education, advocating for the strength-
ening of vocational routes, long before any panellists took up 
their tools. Indeed, Fuller and Unwin (2011) note that this pro-
cess began even before Conservative-led governments came to 
power in 2010. Conservative politicians engaged with stakehold-
ers, including researchers, as they sought to develop alternatives 
to the centralised performative targets favoured by the previous 
New Labour governments. The same authors also perceptively 
point to a process that began under New Labour: educational 
forms which laid the ground for a market diversification (such 
as the problematic ‘University Technical Colleges) tended to 
result in a stratification of education. 

However, for our purposes the most significant activity of 
policymakers in this period was the development of discourses 
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that, in various forms, argued for the value of vocational aspects 
of learning. This provides the first stage of our chaîne opératoire. 
Discourses of craft were mobilised in this stage of policy devel-
opment, especially in the period after the formation of a Con-
servative-led coalition government in 2010. Central to this dis-
cussion was a speech by Michael Gove to the Edge Foundation 
announcing the Wolf Review. Gove (2011) eulogised ‘practical 
craft skills,’ citing Crawford (2009) on the ‘intrinsic richness of 
manual work - cognitively, socially, and in its broader physical 
appeal’ alongside SenneTt’s (2009) similarly ‘wonderful book.’ 
Deprecating the target-driven approach of New Labour, Gove 
counterposed the intrinsic merit of practical learning that the 
former government had not understood. It a telling passage he 
argued that: 

Some qualifications that were called vocational are actually 
pseudo-academic: attempting to recreate the cognitive skills 
associated with the accumulation of abstract knowledge rather 
than developing the entirely different but equally rich cogni-
tive skills associated with practical and technical learning. 

Insecurity about the real value of craft meant that voca-
tional learning was, in some people’s eyes, legitimised by being 
made academic (Gove 2011).

Whilst Gove included customary references to the VET systems 
of the UK’s competitors, this passage specifically cast ‘practical 
education’ as antithetical to generalised or theoretical knowl-
edge, rather than the learning across institutional and employ-
ment environments which most European VET combines. Tell-
ingly, this hymn to the ‘practical’ was accompanied by references 
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to a wide variety of educational provision: new ‘free schools,’ 
University Technical Colleges, apprenticeships with blue-chip 
employers. Whilst rehearsing the merits of the practical for one 
stratum of the population, different ‘market choices’ were being 
placed on display for others. John Hayes (2010) followed Gove 
with a richer vein of artistic reference whilst calling for an ‘Arts 
and Crafts revival’. Yet his references to ‘great men’ who had 
valued practical activity and exaltation of craft virtues mainly 
referenced an age when few of the poor attended school at all. 

This harking back to a lost age was widely repeated in the 
next phase of the policy chaîne. This operation comprised the 
creation of the guiding texts which have shaped VET policy for 
England. In all cases these texts were woven with the partici-
pation of noted authorities, who were credited with the bril-
liance of having created entirely new artefacts. Doug Richard 
had been a television celebrity entrepreneur; Alison Wolf a tren-
chant and powerfully connected critic of low-value vocational 
qualifications proliferating under New Labour; Lord Sainsbury 
a philanthropist with a record of giving to educational causes. In 
each case, a wholly positive government response to their pro-
posals was published, with the Sainsbury Review accepted in an 
extensive government response, the ‘Skills Plan’ (DBEIS/DfE 
2016), published the same day. This reflects the degree to which 
prior government thinking emerged in these reports. It should 
be mentioned that references to ancient craft continued, with 
Doug Richard’s (2012) ‘End-Point Assessment’ justified with 
reference to mediaeval apprenticeship practice. For the pro-
fessional development of VET teachers, a ‘Further Education 
Guild’ was countenanced (eventually, more prosaically, becom-
ing the Education and Training Foundation). 
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These proposals engaged very little with the inherent prac-
tices of craft discussed above: a far more important purpose was 
to propose a convincing alternative to expensive general educa-
tion routes, especially at higher levels. Apprenticeship reforms 
replaced frameworks of qualifications with ‘standards’ written 
by ‘trailblazer groups’ that included employers. These could 
be extensive requirements including qualifications, or mini-
mal two-page summaries of expected outcomes. The Sainsbury 
Review (Independent Panel for Technical Education 2016) pro-
posed to reorganise further education around 15 routes, stream-
lining the system and replacing qualifications deemed too ‘aca-
demic.’ Its qualifications were to be approved by panels grouped 
with apprenticeships under an Institute for Apprenticeships and 
Technical Education: they included the addition of substantial 
‘industry placements.’ The government response argued that this 
was a wholesale replacement of VET’s ‘13,000 qualifications, 
many of them of little value’ (Independent Panel on Technical 
Education 2016, 6) and effectively offered ‘every young person... 
two choices: the academic or the technical option’ (DBEIS/
DfE 2016, 7).

The next operational phase can be described as a period of 
testing and clarification. In this phase of the cycle, the ideas put 
forward at the stage of text creation were gradually converted 
into the practical realities of educational practice and labour 
markets. In the same phase, the idealised notions of a refash-
ioned system of technical education replacing bureaucratised, 
impoverished and worn vocational practices gradually gave way 
to the realities of a more stratified system. For apprenticeships, 
this testing phase took the form of approving the new standards. 
What happened next had already become clear before some of 
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the best-known apprenticeships had new standards approved, 
as earlier work summarises:

… the balance of the apprenticeship system had tilted deci-
sively towards higher levels, in the funding available for higher 
levels of qualification, in the number of ‘standards’ approved 
at Level 4 and above, and in the distribution of new starts. […] 
By the end of February 2021, the number of standards vali-
dated stood at 163 at Level 2; 246 at Level 3; and 341 at Level 
4 and above. In two years, between 2016/17 and 2018/19, the 
number of apprenticeships at higher levels more than dou-
bled from 36, 600 to 75,100; those at Level 3 fell from 197,700 
to 174,700; those at Level 2 nearly halved, from 260,700 to 
143,600 (Foley 2020). This shift attracted opposition partly 
because the higher-level schemes often simply accredited the 
prior knowledge of the workforce: 38.2% of apprentices in 
2016/17 had been employed for over 12 months before start-
ing their apprenticeship (DfE 2019; Fuller and Unwin 2017) 
(Esmond and Atkins 2022, 82-83).

Emerging differences in the experiences of apprentices, reflecting 
the social status of different routes, had already become appar-
ent in early stages of practice for the new standards (Esmond 
2020). The supposition that the more advantageous apprentice-
ships at higher levels would be increasingly available to more 
advantaged groups has since been confirmed even on routes that 
normally offer better opportunities for disadvantaged groups, 
such as IT (Smith et al. 2021). 

For the T Levels, testing and clarification also included 
approval of qualifications and here too elements of stratification 
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emerged. However, the more significant distinctions were in the 
placement experiences on offer to full-time students. These were 
negotiated individually and as such owed much to the personal 
connections that students were able to call on in negotiating 
favourable placements. However, significant differences also 
emerged in the type of placements on offer in different indus-
tries. Even before the first trials, early data had already indicated 
the contrasts in opportunities between those in advantaged, 
in-demand routes, mainly for young men on STEM-based 
routes (Esmond 2018). These were confirmed when the first 
trials of model placements began, as emerged from the official 
report (Newton et al. 2018). Perhaps the most significant finding 
of these trials was the way in which young people were prepared 
for employment rather than for any kind of systematic learning:

Learner preparation activities focused on employability. The 
learner preparation that providers devised aimed to develop 
employability skills and attributes including soft skills, as well 
as to provide input on route or industry specific issues... The 
preparation programme offered by the national support organ-
isation [the charity designing most placements in this trial] 
was not intended to be route-specific and focused on employ-
ment preparation and employability skills and attributes. It 
also contained an option for a short spell of volunteering. At a 
broad level, preparation programmes covered similar themes – 
CV writing, interview preparation, generic employability skills 
- and providers were confident of covering these requirements 
using in-house provision in the future. This focus on employ-
ability skills appeared well matched to employers’ needs (New-
ton et al. 2018, 68).
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The last sentence summarises the essential nature of these place-
ments. Most were centred on the production needs of the indi-
vidual workplace and offered little opportunity to encounter 
new knowledge or learn how to extend this in work settings. 
Large numbers of students were initially excluded from these 
routes because of low levels of general education qualification.  
Ironically, those students on routes that can most authentically 
be described as craft, on the ‘Craft and Design’ route, have been 
postponed to the latest introduction possible, with one of the 
three pathways already closed. Craft has become perhaps the 
most inappropriate possible description for these reforms, as a 
route-specific evaluation of the same study reveals: 

Learners were sometimes placed in the relevant industry but 
not in a placement where they could practice their specific cre-
ative skills. Potentially this could impact on their motivation 
and engagement with the placement (IES/iCeGS 2019).

These difficulties are most specific to students on creative and 
digital routes, which provide the poorest fit with notions of 
placement in an industrial setting: a pattern of learning widely 
used in British ‘polytechnics’ up to the 1970s but increasingly 
rare given the decline of manufacturing.

The final stage of the chaîne opératoire sequence is unfold-
ing in England now, in the shape of the educational practices 
emerging on these new VET routes. The number of starts in the 
first years of these qualifications has remained low. Uncertainty 
remains about the future of these students but it can be asserted 
that this will be profoundly different according to the social 
class, gender and ethnicity of vocational students (Esmond 
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and Atkins 2022). Despite frequent mention in policy circles 
of ‘vocational pedagogy,’ ‘dual professionalism’ and other allu-
sions to educational practices rooted in working practice, the 
further education sector in England is characterised by a wide-
spread lack of clarity about how these should be understood. 
A prominent phrase in the policy discourse refers to ‘the skills 
employers need’ and explanations of how broader educational 
aims might be achieved are almost entirely absent, including 
in what have now become the relatively marginalised subjects 
grouped as design and craft.

In more technology-focused approaches to the chaîne opéra-
toire, those the archaeologist Kuipers (2018) describes as ‘hard,’ 
or focused simply on artefacts, this would bring to the end our 
discussion of technical education policy. Yet this account of pol-
icies ostensibly animated by craft-like engagement in meaning-
ful practice, yet ending in routinisation and new inequalities, 
surely raises further questions about how these policies led to 
such undesirable outcomes. In the ‘soft’ version of chaîne opéra-
toire, ‘as if people mattered’ (Dobres 2010 in Kuipers 2018) the 
aim is to discover the craft worker and the society to which they 
belong. The following section therefore briefly discusses the con-
text of these reforms before discussing their wider implications.

CONTEXT AND DISCUSSION

The chaîne opératoire discussed above has mapped the process 
by which discourses that reference a broader concept of learning 
and work have ended for too many vocational learners with the 
drudgery of socialisation into the routines of work, preparing 
them for lives of low-paid work and insecurity. Yet mapping the 
process alone cannot explain why events took this path.



362

To complete this picture requires attention to the broader 
context within which VET policy takes shape in each coun-
try. Whilst such outcomes have been characterised in terms of 
policy shortcomings or failures to learn from mistakes, or the 
peculiarities of VET in Anglophone countries, this focuses our 
attention on the agency of policy actors. The dominant feature 
of the latter countries, especially the USA and UK, has been 
a persistent advance of inequality over the last 40 years. As 
Piketty (2020) has demonstrated in extensive detail, these are 
the countries where the shares of the wealthiest pinnacle of soci-
ety increased most dramatically, whilst the shares of the lower 
half have fallen furthest. The role of education has not been 
to reverse this widening inequality but to provide an ideolog-
ical cover. For much of society in the developed countries, this 
cover is provided by discourses of social mobility. Yet, as Piketty 
(2020) demonstrates, inequalities in wealth are more than ever 
reinforced by differences in earned income, rather than the rent-
ier incomes of the past; and these are mediated by educational 
inequalities. These inequalities confer access to different occu-
pations and professions, refracted through the stratified edu-
cation systems in which VET includes those students destined 
for lesser rewards and inferior life chances: the ‘duality’ of VET 
includes dual roles of preparing young people (and, to a lesser 
extent, adults) for work, and of educating those deemed ‘failures’ 
on general education pathways. In the English case described 
here, and to lesser extents elsewhere, we see inequality advanc-
ing within VET.

Within this widening social inequality, middle layers of soci-
ety remain, on whom the most privileged are reliant for their 
continuing domination. Despite rapid falls in manufacturing, 
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which are more pronounced in the UK than in almost any other 
industrialised nation, these activities continue to provide sub-
stantially to economic output. Moreover, even where technology 
has done away with many manufacturing jobs, technical roles 
provide a small number of sought-after opportunities to main-
tain living standards. These make a marginal contribution to the 
prospects facing the mass of young working-class people, even 
compared to other developed countries with stronger manufac-
turing bases. Nevertheless, these manufacturing survivals enable 
a rhetoric of craft to be sustained. The society revealed by the 
chaîne opératoire has been shaped by a globalised and tertiarised 
(increasingly service-based) economy and an economy in which 
VET has been marginalised in comparison to general education. 
Nevertheless, in a period where globalisation has faltered and a 
splintering of national identities has precipitated such fissures as 
Brexit, VET survivals and revivals remain possible.

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The example of ‘technical education’ reforms in England illus-
trates the possibility of using the chaîne opératoire to analyse 
changes in educational policy and practice. If policy texts, place-
ments evaluations and participation data can be regarded as 
stages in the life-cycle of educational practice, the same is no 
doubt possible for other cases of policy and practice, and other 
applications of the chaîne opératoire may be possible within 
VET. What is notable in this case is the way that discourses of 
craft proved especially hollow: of the attributes associated with 
craft, only those that reinforce social differentiation proved rel-
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evant. This does not of course mean that other understandings 
of craft have no meaning for the future of VET. On the contrary, 
this account should serve as a warning not to engage with these 
discourses lightly.

This in turn raises the question of what insights might emerge 
from a more sustained exploration of craft concepts in future 
educational research. Discourses of craft have not only sustained 
the varied societal meanings referenced in the largely English 
literature discussed here. Elsewhere, including in Europe, craft 
has associations not only with forms of work organisation and 
society but with distinctive approaches to learning associated 
with handicrafts or conservatories (e.g., Martinusssen 2005). 
Especially in England but also in other countries, learning at 
work is too often assumed to be an automatic or autonomous 
process that takes place in forms and sequences determined by 
production requirements and the preferences of the employer. 
Research into practices associated with craft may yet play a role 
in deepening our understanding of work as a locus for education 
that has its own purposes, autonomy, aims, logics and networks 
of actors. These understandings may enrich not only the learn-
ing experiences of VET students but their capacity to play a full 
part in work and in society as adult men and women.
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ABSTRACT: 

Vocational education and training (VET) is considered to retain 
cultural patterns of work, vocations and vocation acquisition 
of a country and, thus, to be more resistant to changes in com-
parison with higher or secondary education sectors. One of the 
pillars of the stability of VET systems is actor constellations 
that are carriers of these cultural patterns. However, after World 
War II the influence of international organisations (IOs) as new 
actors in policy-making has started to be more obvious in mat-
ters of education, including VET. 

This paper reviews the activities of IOs in vocational educa-
tion and discusses the question of their influence on policy-mak-
ing in this sphere from the institutionalist perspective with a 
special focus on developing countries and countries in transi-
tion. The theoretical findings suggest that these countries have 
not fully institutionalised VET systems and, thus, more recep-
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tive to implement policies financed and disseminated by IOs, 
but these policies show dependencies on the activities of IOs 
and have varied degrees of sustainability.

KEYWORDS: 

vocational education, policy-making, reforms, international 
organisations, educational aid.

INTRODUCTION

Education lies predominantly within the competence and 
responsibility of nation-states (Leuze et al., 2008). Policy-mak-
ing in vocational education is more nationally defined than in 
secondary and higher education. Vocational education and 
training (VET) is considered to retain cultural patterns of work, 
vocations and vocation acquisition of a country and, thus, to 
be more resistant to changes in comparison with higher or sec-
ondary education sectors. Though countries may experience 
similar social pressure concerning youth socialisation and eco-
nomic problems in the domain of skill supply, solutions how to 
plan and realise policies in VET for its effective functioning are 
diverse and determined by political, economic and historical 
traditions. One of the pillars of stability of VET systems with 
their policy patterns is an actor constellation that realises histor-
ically established steering and governing mechanisms. 

After World War II and especially since the 60ties of the 
twentieth century the influence of international governmental 
and non-governmental organisations (in this paper referred to as 
IOs) as new actors in policy-making started to be more obvious 
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in matters of education, including VET. The neoliberal agenda 
once established in the economic sector also spread into other 
spheres including education (Connell, 2013). Neoliberalism is 
understood as an updated version of liberalism that originates 
from the economic theory and postulates the free reign of cap-
ital and market, private property and deregulation in economic 
and social relationships (Lakes & Carter, 2011; van Elteren, 
2009). IOs became the main promoters of the neoliberal agenda 
in discourses, policies and organisation practices of educational 
institutions (Moutsios, 2009, p. 473). Policy-making processes 
in education were no longer defined solely by nation-states but 
overshadowed by the international influence (Grek, 2010; Leuze 
et al., 2008; Shahbaz & Tahir, 2014).

This influence became possible due to the growing interde-
pendence of national economies, and social and cultural spheres. 
Globalisation brought the world closer to every nation but also 
made nation-states adjust to its flows of trade and production 
and migration of the labour force. Neoliberal approaches in 
the global economic world resulted in the rise of transnational 
corporations, on the one hand, and the advances in technol-
ogies prompted the appearance of the gig economy, on the 
other hand (Kaine & Josserand, 2019; Meirosu, 2020; Zwick & 
Spicer, 2018). Knowledge, skills and qualifications have gained 
new meanings and values on the market and in the social sec-
tor, thus, new expectations to education systems appeared. IOs 
started to provide tools for changes and reforms in education 
systems so they could best meet the needs of the global econ-
omy (Moutsios, 2009). 

Since it is VET, which provides the population with relevant 
skills and appropriate qualifications for the labour market, it 
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has drawn a special attention from IOs. As an indicator of such 
attention may serve a considerable increase in international aid 
administered by IOs for vocational training in developing coun-
tries including countries in transition. Thus, the recent available 
in open access statistics of the Organisation of Economic Coop-
eration and Development (OECD) on the volumes of aid for 
education of developing countries by sub-sectors during 2005-
2016 shows that vocational training is the only sector for which 
official international aid had grown more than four times within 
10 years: from 375 million to 1,34 billion US dollars (OECD, 
na). Considering such impressive financial means directed at 
vocational education of these countries, a question arises what 
influence IOs have on development of vocational education and 
how they realise this influence on policy-making. The study is 
focused on developing countries and countries in transition as 
defined by the Standard Country or Area Codes for Statistical 
Use (M49) as of 2020 (United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development, 2020). The question of influence of IOs 
on VET systems and their policy-making have been actively 
addressed by scientists (Akkari & Lauwerier, 2015; Ayonmike, 
2019; Bartlett, 2013; McGrath, 2012; Middleton & Ziderman, 
1997; Mikulec, 2021; Schröder, 2019; Shahbaz & Tahir, 2014) 
and important findings have been made. This paper, however, 
aims to look and explain what role IOs play in policy-making 
in VET systems from the institutionalist perspective. It has a 
theoretical character and analyses existing research findings on 
this topic through the lens of neo-institutionalism and histori-
cal institutionalism. 

The paper is built as follows: as the first step, the theoretical 
framework to the research question is introduced. After it, roles, 
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instruments and measures of IOs are outlined in the next section. 
In the last part, the reactions of vocational education systems to 
global paradigms promoted by IOs are analysed and discussed on 
some examples of developing countries and countries in transi-
tion. Using the institutionalist approach, theoretical assumptions 
of such reactions are concluded. The paper fin¬ishes with a con-
clusion section in which the main statements are summarized 
and an outlook for further research is sketched.

INSTITUTIONALIST PERSPECTIVES ON IOS  
AND VET DEVELOPMENT 

IOs and their activities are analysed within the context of glo-
balisation. Dale (2000) distinguishes two approaches to the 
issue of globalisation and education: the “Common World  
Educational Culture” and the “Globally Structured Agenda for 
Education”. The “Common World Educational Culture” orig-
inates from neo-institutionalism and considers education as a 
construct of the world society, which shares common global cul-
ture and models. Here it is worth mentioning that the world cul-
ture is greatly defined by Western philosophies and ideologies. 
Western modernity shaped norms and values, which are centred 
on the modern legal state and the individual with their rights 
and freedoms. Since the origins of the global culture are rooted 
in the Western developed countries, consequently, the influence 
of the global world culture is more obvious in the non-West-
ern developing countries. Unlike the approach of the “Globally 
Structured Agenda for Education”, which draws on the inter-
national political economy and considers education through 
the capitalist economy lens, education in the ”Common World 
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Educational Culture” approach is seen as a resource to achieve 
the freedoms and values (Dale, 2000, p. 429). According to 
the world culture theory, the global education models spread 
around the world and diffuse with models of modern nation-
states. As a result, the education models undergo the process of 
institutional isomorphism and convergence (Verger et al., 2012). 

The empirically proven evidence of this theory cited by this 
scientific school is the expansion of mass schooling in African 
countries, which has not been related to the level of develop-
ment (Meyer et al., 1977), and the establishment of the higher 
education area (Ramirez, 2012). IOs by spreading, disseminating 
or imposing models and norms among and on national states 
play one of the principal roles in setting universal policies on the 
global level and fostering the convergence of education systems 
(Boli & Thomas, 1997; Steiner-Khamsi, 2012).

However, when it comes to the policy-making in vocational 
education systems, there is a considerable body of literature 
proving that unlike higher or secondary education the devel-
opment of a vocational education system is more stable, adher-
ent to its contexts and historical developments (Busemeyer, 
2009; Deissinger, 2015; Gonon, 2016; Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia, 
2005). In the example of the German VET system, Deissinger 
(2015) demonstrates the resistance of the system to the trends 
of modularisation and the introduction of the qualification 
framework, which resulted from the Europeanisation influ-
ence on VET systems. Though the German qualification frame-
work was accepted in 2013, it has “no judicative function and it 
may be assumed [..] will remain a paper tiger in many respects” 
(Deissinger, 2015, p. 617). From the point of view of historic 
institutionalism, such a situation is explained by the path-de-



376

pendent development, which vocational education systems tend 
to follow. The theory of path dependant development comes 
from historical institutionalism. Path dependencies appear as 
a result of recurring practices in institutions in which mainte-
nance and stability actors have interests. Actors develop work-
ing patterns and once developed they adapt to them and try to 
preserve them, thus, stabilising the system and avoiding devi-
ations (Pierson, 2000). Changes, if they happen, are much 
defined by the wide social environment and by the characters 
of the actors themselves (Thelen, 2006). Appearance and devel-
opment of four classical skill formation regimes (statist, liberal, 
segmentalist and collective) (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012)  in 
advanced industrial democracies illustrates the path-dependent 
trajectories of vocational education systems. The constellation 
of actors (companies, social partners and the state), the divi-
sion of their responsibilities in providing, governing and financ-
ing vocational education and the level of institutionalisation of 
these relationships are core factors, granting the stability of VET 
systems, their gradual change and adaptation to external wider 
environments. 

Unlike developed industrialised countries with strong voca-
tional traditions and institutions, developing countries and 
countries in transition have a much lower level of institution-
alisation, which is also applicable to their VET systems. They 
find themselves either at the starting point or at critical junctures 
that open the possibilities for different developmental paths and 
institutional settings (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012). At this 
time, the continual support of stakeholders and policy actors 
has primary importance for skill formation systems so they can 
survive in the long term. The policy formulation in these times 
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is more receptive to changes and transformations caused by the 
global agenda and promoted by IOs. 

TOOLS, MEASURES AND ROLES OF IOS 

One of the roles of IOs is to supply policy-makers on the country 
level with ideas, goals and instruments on how to solve domes-
tic issues using certain governance instruments. The ideas can 
produce a powerful impact on policy development and reforms 
and align the country’s policy with the global policy paradigm. 
This paradigm as mentioned before is drawn mainly on Western 
ideologies and values, thus, the activities of IOs are underpinned 
by these philosophies. 

IOs are considered as “central carriers of liberal and neolib-
eral cultural principles and have been central in promoting edu-
cation reform to national systems around the world” (Brom-
ley et al., 2021, p. 25). The diversity of ideologies guiding these 
organisations complements each other and creates the global 
paradigm of the world culture. The World Bank is strongly 
focused on spreading neo-liberal policies in education such as 
decentralisation, privatisation, and commodification of educa-
tion services. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) concentrates on promot-
ing humanistic ideas like individual empowerment, human 
rights and social justice. The International Labour Organisa-
tion (ILO) is dedicated to ensuring adequate skill development 
and economic efficiency. Similarly, the core agenda of OECD 
is the economic efficiency and development of human capital. 
The European Training Foundation (ETF) promotes reforms in 
the country’s skill formation for the sake of economic growth 
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and prosperity. The mentioned agencies have a clear mandate in 
TVET, however, there are also other IOs that are active in voca-
tional education but consider it as means to promote their spe-
cific agenda concerning sustainability, for example, the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) or the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP) (Hollander, 2005).  It must be also 
taken into account that IOs are open systems. They are inclined 
to change their policy promotion as reactions to the changing 
social and economic environments as well as the interests and 
preferences of powerful nation-states (Grek, 2010). Geograph-
ically, these IOs have different spheres of influence. UNESCO, 
UNICEF and the World Bank are important players in the pol-
icies of countries of the global South. The OECD has an influ-
ence on the development of education in countries of the global 
North (Akkari & Lauwerier, 2015). ETF operates in countries of 
the post-socialist and post-soviet blocs (Hollander, 2005).

Instruments employed to produce changes in education poli-
cies differ in different IOs. A goal and the main philosophy of an 
international actor define the scope of governance instruments 
at hand to influence national policy-making (Niemann, 2009).

Leuze et al. (2008) developed a typology of such instruments:

· discursive dissemination is used by IOs to initiate discus-
sion on policy issues. The brightest example in the field of 
school education is publishing results of the PISA studies 
by the OECD, which ignite governments of nation-states 
to introduce reforms in schooling systems in order to 
catch up with other countries; 

· standard-setting is employed by IOs to establish rules for 
state policy. It can take the form of hard and/or soft laws. 
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The hard laws are binding if states are members of an 
organisation or union or due to treaties they signed. When 
exercising soft laws, IOs can set standards or objectives 
achieving which requires normative changes on the sys-
temic level;

· the instrument of financial means refers to transferring 
financial resources to a country for enabling it to imple-
ment a programme that is approved by IOs. This type is 
often used by the World Bank, which provides financial 
incentives (predominantly in form of loans) for the pro-
gramme implementation that is in line with its goals;

· coordinative activities mean that IOs can co-manage and 
coordinate policy activities by bringing together all rele-
vant actors and, thus, creating favourable conditions for 
fostering and speeding the implementation of projects and 
programmes;

· the aim of technical assistance is to foster the transfer of 
ideas, policies, and mechanisms on how to implement a 
specific policy in a national context.

Referring to vocational education, not all IOs’ governance tools 
may be used in policy-making due to the specifics of this type 
of education and its affinity to national traditions. Measures are 
mostly defined by neoliberal trends in the economic sector due 
to tight connections to the economic sector. Thus, most initia-
tives have been striving to harmonise educational outputs and 
levels and labour market demands of the knowledge-based econ-
omy (for example, qualification frameworks). Also, employ-
ability and mobility of the workforce have become defining in 
policy discourses in vocational education policies. The level of 



380

a country’s development is another defining criterion for the 
instrument of influence. For transformations of VET policies in 
developed countries, discursive dissemination and standard-set-
ting are usual means, while in developing countries and coun-
tries in transition VET policies are shaped with the help of 
financial means, technical assistance and coordinative activities. 

McGrath (2012) distinguishes five main measures used 
internationally to reform public VET systems into more effec-
tive skill formation regimes with the purpose to make them 
more accountable to business and guarantee higher chances of 
employability of VET learners: systemic governance reforms to 
provide employers with bigger possibilities to shape VET poli-
cies; qualification frameworks to ensure better transparency and 
mobility within vocational training systems; quality assurance 
systems to develop internal working quality standards accept-
able for stakeholders; new funding mechanisms and managed 
autonomy for public providers that give more power and free-
dom in the decision-making process to VET providers.

IOs can exercise their influence at different stages of poli-
cy-making: agenda-setting, policy formation, policy decisions 
and policy implementation. Global actors usually try to affect 
policy-making during agenda-setting. The resulting decisions 
and their implementation are performed by national actors with 
the probable involvement of non-governmental actors  ( Jakobi, 
2009). However, they can also be directly involved in policy for-
mation as experts when defining concrete objectives, evaluating 
operational elements of policy etc.
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REACTIONS OF VET SYSTEMS  
TO GLOBAL PARADIGMS

Reactions of VET systems to the activities of IOs in influencing 
policies depend on many factors and are extremely difficult to 
model or predict. From the analysis of developing and launching 
national qualification frameworks, it is possible to conclude that 
developed countries with established and institutionalised skill 
formation systems required more time to introduce national qual-
ification frameworks at least on the normative level. At the same 
time, countries in transition managed in a shorter time either to 
design or even introduce the national qualification frameworks 
in their legislation (see reports European Training Foundation, 
2011; UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning [UIL] et al., 
2019).  Vocational education systems in developing countries and 
countries in transition tend to more actively implement changes 
and reforms fostered by IOs. However, there is a problem with 
such reforms because in a long-term perspective they show dif-
ferent degrees of sustainability. For example, radical reconfigu-
rations of the VET system in Chile from a state- controlled into 
a market-oriented one (1973-1989) were restricted by contextual 
factors and revealed “a mediated influence of global paradigms 
in national policy changes” (Valiente et al., 2021, p. 289).

The mentioned tools and instruments provide a partial expla-
nation why the influence of IOs on VET systems in developing 
countries and countries in transition often resides on the nor-
mative level and faces problems at the operational level. Since 
technical assistance and financial means are commonly used 
tools of influence, then changes and reforms in vocational edu-
cation tend to be dependent on the donors’ assistance. Thus, for 
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instance, TVET projects implemented in Jamaica and Ghana 
empirically proved to have “ideological dependency” on donors’ 
assistance (Powell, 2001, p. 429). The research on the effective-
ness of reform implementation in Eastern Europe, Central Asia, 
Northern Africa and the Middle East, conducted by the Euro-
pean Training Foundation, confirms that in a third of the 25 
investigated countries changes implemented in VET policies 
happen to be detached from real needs and situations of the 
specific national contexts and demonstrate a “track record of 
dependency on official development assistance” (Milovano-
vitch, 2019, p. 305). It leads to the realisation of the changes in 
the policy on the normative level at best and questions their sus-
tainability after programmes or projects are finished. Changes, 
driven by different and probably even opposite motivations 
and explicit and implicit goals of both parties IOs, on the one 
hand, and the local actors, on the other hand, may produce 
adverse effects and undermine the sustainability of transforma-
tions. International assistance in reform implementation in the 
Western Balkans failed to achieve its objectives because of long 
chains of involved actors that had different incentives ranging 
from altruistic motifs of taxpayers of the donor countries to 
pragmatic motivations of the actors in the domestic recipient 
country to quickly fix internal problems with the external help 
(Bartlett, 2013). Changes in educational policy and reform pro-
cess are “the first step in an uncertain journey of implementa-
tion. What finally emerges from this journey may only faintly 
resemble what was envisioned” (Williams & Cummings, 2005, 
p. 27). Implementation of policies disseminated by IOs under-
goes a process of localisation and customisation of these policies 
that are defined apart from economic and social conditions of 
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the context also by norms and cultural patterns of national pol-
icy actors. Therefore, patterns of policy change bear imprints of 
philosophies and ideas of IOs but also patterns of core societies.

Mechanisms of the indirect influence on VET policies have 
better chances to produce sustainable results because the prag-
matic interests of the local stakeholders and policy-makers are 
absent, thus, policy changes are more relevant to the needs of the 
context. The example of policy transfer fostered by IOs to the 
adult education policies of Slovenia, a central European coun-
try with the socialist past, proves that in favourable conditions 
there is hardly a necessity to impose and disseminate changes 
top-down or encourage it financially.  IOs have promoted policy 
transfer and presented themselves as risk experts, who are able to 
manage the risks Slovenia is or could be facing (Mikulec, 2021). 
It means activities of IOs have far better effectiveness and sus-
tainability when they are defined by the context of the country 
rather than the agenda of IOs. To secure the sustainable devel-
opment of a policy in a country it must be not decoupled from 
the needs and expectations of the realities of this country. Thus, 
more attention and support must be paid to grassroots initia-
tives in vocational education. Ayonmike (2019) in the study on 
the role of industry and IOs in the development of technical and 
vocational education in Nigeria comes to the conclusion that 
local policymakers should foster collaboration between the local 
industries and IOs, thus, making policy changes drawn on the 
needs and expectations of the local agents instead of implement-
ing the transformations that probably would be more suitable 
to the agenda of IOs but would be detached from the contexts.  
Empowering vocational teachers and promoting cooperation 
between vocational teachers, industries and international edu-
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cation promises good prospects for positively transforming VET 
policies in a relevant way. In the example of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member countries, Pary-
ono (2015) states that creating a platform for sharing concerns of 
vocational teachers with stakeholders and IOs can bring changes 
in the quality of vocational teacher training that will bring ben-
efits to various stakeholders of the TVET system across the 
region and beyond.

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The analysis of the influence of IOs on policy-making and devel-
opment of VET systems in developing countries and countries 
in transition from the institutionalist perspective shows that, 
unlike the policy changes in higher and secondary education, 
which is subject to the influence of the neoliberal paradigm and 
globalisation (Mantzou, 2019), policy-making in VET is stron-
ger defined by national traditions of vocation acquisition, cul-
tural norms and social perceptions of work and its role in the 
life of an individual and a society  (Gonon, 2009, 2016). The 
economic sector probably more than any other sphere is shaped 
by neoliberalism. However, when it comes to vocational edu-
cation, which has stronger connections to the economic sec-
tor than other types of education, policy changes and reforms 
show different patterns. That is largely conditioned by the path 
dependent development of VET systems. Countries with strong 
traditions and institutionalisation in vocational education show 
bigger resistance to the agenda set by IOs (for example, intro-
duction qualification frameworks). On the contrary, developing 
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countries, which usually have low degrees of institutionalisation 
in VET governance and policies, tend to be more susceptible 
to the influence of IO’s activities and their agenda. However, 
it refers predominantly to the normative level, i.e. reforms and 
changes stay in the legislative realm but their implementation 
may have a low degree of effectiveness. If it happens such changes 
can hardly be sustainable in a long-term perspective. 

Unlike the influence on skill formation of developed indus-
trialised countries, IOs exercise their influence on VET poli-
cy-making in developing countries and countries in transition 
in the form of technical assistance, coordinative activities and 
financial means. It does not exclude the other tools of IOs, 
however, they call forth comparatively low reactions from poli-
cy-makers of developing countries. 

Though the effects of education international aid in the form 
of small projects might be modest on national policy-making, 
they still have importance at the local level (schools or regions). 
Such local changes when accumulated may influence the pol-
icy agenda in a country by spreading grassroots initiatives. They 
create favourable conditions for incremental changes in which 
policies and reality are not decoupled. 

Since institutions are made up of actors and policy and 
changes are determined to some extent by cultural characters, 
philosophies and motifs of these actors, it might be relevant for 
further research to investigate and compare internal and exter-
nal motivations of actors in international assistance and coop-
eration that is IOs and local domestic actors in VET systems. It 
might provide some answers to the question of the sustainabil-
ity and effectiveness of IOs’ activities in different contexts. It 
would be useful to conduct a cross-country qualitative compar-
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ative analysis to identify other factors that define policy changes 
in VET in developing countries and its dependency on interna-
tional education assistance. 
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ABSTRACT:

In the aim to understand differences of VET institutions across 
Europe, this chapter explores the historical development and 
institutionalisation of respective systems. VET systems greatly 
vary in set up and prestige across Europe. Aiming to explore 
and understand these differences, existing research focuses on 
the categorisation of such differences as well as potential influ-
ences. The latter includes economic factors, aspects of political 
economy as well as cultural and social influences. Some accounts 
include the meaning of specific terms, such as apprenticeships, 
in context of language. It is agreed that each VET system follows 
their unique historical path, which makes going back in time 
inevitable to understand today’s differences. The comparative 
accounts on VET systems are based on various scholarly tradi-
tions and literature branches.
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Committed to an interdisciplinary approach, this chapter 
draws together various approaches to advocate for a holistic 
understanding of how VET systems became what they are today. 
It relies on a literature review, considering empirical and theoreti-
cal sources from VET, policy, social policy, educational, historical, 
linguistic, sociological, economic and political science research. 
It particularly looks at the role of apprenticeships, as they can be 
considered the historical origin of today’s VET systems.

The results provide detailed insight into how respective insti-
tutions emerged over time, and how political bargaining pro-
cesses shaped their trajectory. They further show that it is not 
only political and economic aspects that influence such systems 
but also sociological and cultural influences. Cultural influences 
include social and cultural values associated with apprentice-
ships, occupation, craftsmanship, training, moral education, 
and the status of youth in society. At the same time, these find-
ings are often discussed in isolation from each other, with little 
reference to literature beyond their own discipline.

The chapter concludes that a holistic understanding of con-
temporary VET systems requires an inclusive perspective, recog-
nising various disciplines and traditions. It calls for an increased 
recognition of other disciplines’ research to do so. One com-
pelling aspect is the consideration of the listed cultural values 
associated with VET in institutional research. To understand 
longitudinal developments of VET systems, it is crucial to con-
sider the role of these values in the development of VET sys-
tems, and their reputation beyond historical accounts of formal 
institutionalisation. The chapter closes with a set of suggested 
questions that extends existing frameworks in comparative VET 
research.
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INTRODUCTION

Comparative research of VET in Europe faces a large variation 
of systems, institutions and pathways across the continent. Each 
country’s VET system follows its own logic, has its own history, 
and is based on their own path dependencies. All are subject to 
highly individual exogenous and endogenous social, political, 
economic, and cultural influences. In the aim to understand this 
variation consideration of these contextual facets is inevitable, 
and has been recognised by various research traditions. Liter-
ature in political sciences and sociology on political economy 
explores the societal context of skill formation, and VET. Schol-
ars argue that markets, education and vocational education sys-
tems are deeply embedded in political and social institutional 
arrangements, responsible for redistribution and regulation 
(among others, Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012; Iversen et al., 
2000; Streeck and Yamamura, 2002).

Related research indicates that it is central to understand 
these facets in their historical context. Some sources offer a com-
pelling perspective by analysing the institutional evolution of 
skill formation systems from a historical comparative view, to 
understand respective developments. They highlight that VET 
systems are not only shaped by contemporary systematic and 
institutional influences, but also by their distinct path depen-
dencies (Ashton and Green, 1996; Emmenegger and Seitzl, 2019; 
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 Finegold and Soskice, 1988; Hall and Soskice, 2001; Mahoney 
and Thelen, 2010). This focus marks an important contribution 
to understanding how today’s VET institutions became what 
they are. They further underpin the need to look back in order 
to understand the present.

The institutional perspective, however, provides little insight 
into rather informal social and cultural influences, such as val-
ues associated with such institutions and how they influence 
the institutionalisation process. Research suggests that political 
bargaining processes that accompany institutional change rely 
on ideas and perceptions about VET institutions, and associated 
values that the bargaining actors hold (Mazenod, 2016).

Such a conceptual view is provided by another branch of lit-
erature, especially in sociology, and history. Authors who adhere 
to this school of thought argue that VET-related institutions 
(such as apprenticeships) are also associated with a specific con-
cept and meaning beyond their organisational details. This is 
inspired by the insight that VET is more than a product of eco-
nomic and political interest. To name a few, VET is also asso-
ciated with the history of apprenticeships as measure for moral 
and civic education (Prak and Wallis, 2020), inspired by peda-
gogical concepts (Gonon, 2019), and basic concepts and defini-
tion of skills and knowledge (Brockmann, Clarke, and Winch, 
2008; Mazenod, 2016, 2018). As part of the transition system, 
it is further linked to the understanding and status of youth 
within society. How youth is perceived influences the shape and 
content of transition, hence, VET systems (Chevalier, 2016; 
Niemeyer, 2007).

This chapter establishes the argument that all literature 
strands contribute important pieces to the puzzle of VET sys-
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tems and how they emerge, but that these pieces are rarely put 
together. Relying on a literature review, conducted from 2020 
to 2022, it argues that respective findings are mainly discussed 
in isolation from each other with little reference to literature 
beyond their own discipline. It marries the historical institu-
tionalisation literature with accounts on concept and meaning 
of VET and apprenticeships and shifts the focus from the devel-
opment of formal settings to the influence and negotiation of 
concept and meaning that is associated with VET and appren-
ticeships along the institutionalisation process.

In doing so, this work sheds light on the complex array of 
 differences. It advocates for an interdisciplinary approach to 
gain a holistic understanding of the emergence of VET sys-
tems and contemporary differences. To do so, it suggests a set 
of  questions that invites to recognise and critically analyse the 
role of cultural and social values in the historical. institutional-
isation process of VET systems.

The remainder is structured as follows. A brief description 
of methodological implications is followed by discussion of the 
need to go beyond formal institutional constellations, and look 
at social historical, social, and cultural aspects. Especially in the 
context of the convergence-divergence debate, it is inevitable 
to look at path dependencies when comparing VET systems. 
Afterwards, the variety of skill formation systems and institu-
tionalisation theory is explored to understand institutional dif-
ferences from an economic and political perspective. This is 
followed by the consideration of selected social and cultural 
nuances that shape the meaning and concept of VET institu-
tions. This includes the linguistic and sociological concept of 
VET and apprenticeships, associated social and cultural values, 
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especially regarding occupation, crafts, training, and education, 
as well as a close look at the status of youth in society and how 
it influences the meaning and concept of VET. The conclu-
sion derives implications for future research, presented in eight 
guiding questions, and underpins the relevance to understand 
in depth the development of VET institutions as cultural con-
cepts over time.

METHOD

This review focuses on literature related to VET systems, their 
distinct characteristics and related comparative research. It 
is the result of several search rounds, which rely on keyword 
searches, back tracing bibliographies of identified sources, and 
on existing literature reviews. Alongside the search process, key-
words were refined and adjusted to accommodate differing voca-
bulary across research disciplines. As most parts of the review 
were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, it benefited 
from the utilisation of academic online search engines, such as 
Google Scholar, BASE (the Bielefeld Academic Search Engine 
database), and YorSearch (the University of York Library). 
The result was an array of empirical and theoretical sources asso-
ciated with various research traditions and disciplines, including 
VET, policy and social policy, educational, historical, linguis-
tic, sociological, economic and political science research. The 
identified sources were categorised by discipline, aim, and their 
main themes, which ranged from the institutionalisation of skill 
formation, to comparison of VET systems, history of appren-
ticeships, to understanding transition systems and the history 
of youth and education.
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WHY LOOK AT VET INSTITUTIONS IN THEIR  
SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT? 

At first sight, there appears to be little need to look at individ-
ual VET systems and their distinct societal context. A growing 
body of literature describes a trend towards convergence of skill 
formation systems, presumably in response to globalisation and 
internationalisation (see, for example, Aarkrog and Jørgensen, 
2008; Frommberger, 2019). The aim to increase employability 
of European citizens in a single labour market motivated a set of 
strategies various EU institutions and member states undertook 
to systematically homogenise skill formation systems across 
European countries (Ertl, 2002; Rauner and Smith, 2010). Inter-
national labour market integration and mobility motivated var-
ious policies, especially in the European context, that cater to 
education mobility, cross-country transferability of degrees and 
qualifications, and transparency to increase learners’ chances on 
international labour markets (Gonon, 2019; Shaw et al., 2016). 
Some specific examples are the Europass, the European Qualifi-
cations Framework (EQF), or the European Quality Assurance 
in Vocational Education and Training (EQAVET) introduced 
on EU level to promote transparency of qualifications (Cede-
fop 2020).

Another argument against the recognition of distinct VET 
systems is that countries inspire each other in their reform and 
policy-making process via continuous international and trans-
na¬tional communication, policy borrowing as well as inter-
action between stakeholders, pol¬icymakers, and researchers 
(Aarkrog and Jørgensen, 2008; Frommberger, 2019; Wentzel, 
2011). National education systems aim to increase flexibility and 
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permeability of their education systems (Deissinger et al., 2011; 
Rauner and Smith, 2010). This manifested, for example, in policy 
borrowing and transferring education systems, such as the dual 
apprenticeship system from Germany to other countries. National 
training providers expand their activities to international markets 
alongside the establishment of transnational education and train-
ing programmes, while scholars also report a successive opening of 
national education systems and VET systems to foreign students 
(Baumann and Krichewsky Wegener, 2019).

A harmonisation of education policies is another explicit 
aim of international and supranational organisations and insti-
tutions, such as the UNESCO, OECD, or ILO (International 
Labour Organisation). Such institutions either directly pro-
mote policy cooperation (among others, the European Union) 
or coordinate and organise education and vocational education 
on an international level (e.g. the TVeT Forum set up by the 
UNESCO International Centre for Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training (UNEVOC). This is accompanied 
by measures that encourage competition by creating interna-
tional rankings of education and training systems. It includes 
the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assess-
ment (PISA) or the EU Education and Training Monitor. Both 
 evaluate and compare member states’ education and training 
systems by studying learning outcomes and labour market per-
formance (European Commission, 2019; OECD, 2000). These 
developments suggest a convergence of VET systems in Europe 
and the world.

However, the concern that cross-country differences are 
erased in the evolution of skill formation systems does not 
survive the rigorous analysis of political debates in European 
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states, which are continuously diverging their systems in many 
aspects. The Cedefop (2020) report exemplifies this, as it iden-
tifies a continuous diversification of VET systems, with dif-
fering concepts of VET across EU member states. It indicates 
that named EU measures, such as EQAVET, are not widely rec-
ognised among European citizens. Even though the European 
Education and Training Framework 2020 actively encouraged 
cooperation between member states. It claimed to respect “the 
responsibility of the member states for the content of teaching 
and the organisation of education systems and their cultural and 
linguistic diversity” (European Union, 2009). Deissinger et al. 
(2011) suggest that similarities between VET systems only exist 
on the meta level, such as the insight that they are the product 
of long run developments and deeply embedded in countries’ 
structures, and cultural contexts, e.g., manifesting in learning 
cultures that influence systematic set ups and make each VET 
system unique. This idea is further established by Rauner and 
Smith (2010). In reference to the dual apprenticeship system of 
the German speaking countries, they emphasise one should not 
regard it as a prototype ready to adopt, but as one VET system 
among others that is culturally rooted in history and society. 
These roots suggest once more than the societal context of skill 
formation is still of relevance and that international convergence 
is limited due to countries’ culturally embedded training cul-
tures. This is supported by scholars who highlight that conver-
gence primarily focuses on regulating learning outcomes, and 
leaves the governance and organisation of teaching and learning 
process to considerations on national level or beyond (From-
mberger, 2019; Pilz, 2016; Rauner and Wittig, 2010). The lit-
erature emphasises that the process of convergence is rather 
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restricted by path dependencies created by historical trajec-
tories shaped by previous policies, formal and informal rules 
(North, 1991; Culpepper, 2005; Busemeyer and Vossiek, 2016). 
Cahuc and Hervelin (2020) support this impression, claiming 
that distinct institutional features explain the success of specific 
schemes and the failure of others. They find that apprentice-
ships, which work well in German speaking countries (Ger-
many, Austria, and Switzerland) where they contribute to con-
stantly low levels of youth unemployment, are not successful in 
integrating youth into the labour market in France. They explain 
this variation with differences in specific institutional features, 
such as the establishment of collaboration between schools and 
public employer services, which has a long-standing tradition in 
Germany but not in France.

The literature, contrary to globalists’ visions, witnesses fail-
ing attempts to transfer policies from one country to another 
(Cedefop, 2020). Cahuc and Hervelin (2020) and Ryan (2000) 
hypothesise that international tendencies to adopt VET policies 
from other countries fail because of the missing set of govern-
ing institutions and the failure to first understand the specific 
socio-economic contexts in which the institutions succeeded. 
While the literature indicates significant effort on EU level to 
support comparability of VET systems across the EU, it demon-
strates systems’ persistence and diversity. This is explained by 
VET systems being deeply embedded in country-specific socie-
tal context and history. It implies the need to look at each coun-
try’s distinct institutional constellation, but also calls for more 
specific accounts on the meaning of societal embeddedness.
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INSTITUTIONAL VARIETY, INTERPLAY,  
AND CHANGE

The reviewed literature often associates societal embeddedness 
with influential economic and political structures. This influ-
ence is conceptualised by different roles and levels of involve-
ment of state and market in different VET settings (Busemeyer 
and Trampusch, 2012; Crouch et al., Cedefop, 2020). A more 
complex typology is provided by Crouch et al. (1999). In some 
countries, the state is actively involved in vocational education 
and training and holds a powerful position, e.g., via policies, 
centralised certification, standardisation, or regulated training 
schemes. In other countries, the degree of public commitment 
to vocational training is low to non-existent. In these cases, mar-
ket-based training is often provided, firms are involved in train-
ing, but do not have to be (Crouch et al., 1999). The existence 
of mixed approaches adds to the diversity of VET systems. Pilz 
(2016), for example, accounts for such diversity by distinguish-
ing between systems with state dominance, company domi-
nance, state and company dominance, and individualised sys-
tems (low state and company activity).

From an institutional perspective, one should think of the 
development of VET systems as an interplay of several institu-
tional constellations. This interplay happens in countries’ polit-
ical economies. Over time, it leads to each unique system’s con-
stellation observable today. The accounts by Ashton and Green 
(1996) and Finegold and Soskice (1988) provide detailed infor-
mation on the societal constellation skill formation systems 
emerged in. They support the identified complexity of skill for-
mation systems and show that differences emerge in a diverse 
interplay of structural, social, and political variables.
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The Variety of Capitalism literature (Hall and Soskice, 2001) 
sheds more light on the important role of history. It distin-
guishes two types of market economies that developed early on 
and influence VET settings. While in liberal market economies’ 
firms coordinate their activities, they are more dependent on 
non-market relations in coordinated market economies. Lib-
eral market economies are characterised by more hierarchical 
structures and competition in market arrangements, such as 
formal contracts, and are found in Anglo-Saxon states. In con-
trast, in coordinated market economies are rather relational (e.g. 
informal contracts) and embedded in a monitoring network, 
and rather represent European states (Thelen, 2019). Institu-
tions provide formal and informal rules that shape or even steer 
actors’ interactions, relationships, participation, and the coordi-
nation of their efforts within the institutional settings.

As institutions of nations’ political economy, welfare state, 
labour market, as well as the skill formation system are inter-
linked with each other, and function as institutional comple-
mentarities. Changes within any of these domains consequently 
affect other institutions (Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012). The 
interplay with social protection and skill formation within dif-
ferent types of capitalism, for example, suggests that welfare 
state measures, such as employment, wage and unemployment 
protection, form institutional guarantees needed by workers to 
invest in skills (Estevez-Abe et al., 2001). Iversen and Stephens 
(2008) explore a reinforcing relationship between skill forma-
tion, spending on public education, and social insurance. This 
mirrors not only the link between social provision and skill for-
mation systems, established by Estevez-Abe et al. (2001). It also 
manifests the notion that political power relations beyond eco-
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nomic actors matter. It shows that the shape of the political sys-
tem influences skill formation arrangements (Iversen and Sos-
kice, 2010; Iversen and Stephens, 2008). This research finds that 
political interests and power constellations within the context 
of institutional connections and co-dependencies are a power-
ful framework to understand the evolution of skill formation 
systems within their socio-economic context.

A growing body of literature emphasises distributional con-
flicts and bargaining as key drivers for institutional development 
and change in history (see for example Busemeyer, 2015; Thelen, 
2004). Thelen (2004) distinguishes between three significant 
groups — employers of skill-intensive industries, traditional 
artisans, and early trade unions — who all shaped the devel-
opment of skill formation along group internal conflict lines 
and bargaining situations between them. For the 20th cen-
tury, the author highlights participation of employer organisa-
tions, labour unions and collective bargaining institutions. This 
branch of the literature provides insights into the constellation 
of VET systems, causal mechanisms that explain the develop-
ment of systematic traits, and looks at political and economic 
constellations. It explains the formal development of skill for-
mation, and helps to understand the institutional setup, which 
forces shaped those set ups and steered the different countries 
into different directions. It is assumed that institutions form and 
evolve via conflict over resource distribution and the question 
of who gets how much of the pie.

Deriving from these insights, Thelen and Mahoney (2015) 
establish the theory of gradual change within comparative 
historical analysis, which claims that institutions, hence, skill 
formation systems develop their shape over time, changing 
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constantly and only gradually rather than revolutionary. This 
literature supports the findings by Acemoglu and Pischke (1998) 
who take an economic perspective on that matter. By establish-
ing a link between the political institutional settings of skill for-
mation, the institutional evolution over time, and character of 
training settings.

In this branch, relying on political science and economic 
research, three important themes can be identified. First, VET 
institutions are embedded in a complex web of economic and 
political interests and rules. Second, VET institutions evolve 
over time. Third, in this process they influence each other and 
are influenced by other institutions of counties’ political econ-
omies. Institutional complementarities are, for example, welfare 
provision, industrial actors, and market structures.

Revisiting the institutionalisation literature shows that social 
and cultural aspects as well as ideo¬logical and normative influ-
ences are respected (Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012). Though, 
sources rarely go into much detail about resulting implications 
for their studies. For example, when Ashton and Green (1996) 
underline the importance of social parameters, it is not clear what 
they refer to beyond social interaction of actors involved in the 
development process of related systems. While Thelen (2004) 
meticulously follows the conflict lines within and between the 
identified relevant groups of economic and political actors, she 
does not provide information on the potential influence of cul-
tural or social aspects beyond class division, and related institu-
tional complementarities, that might affect the long-term evolu-
tion of skill formation systems. It would have been interesting to 
locate the role of the emerging conflicts between youth and state 
in Britain and in Germany, that go beyond class- related conflicts 
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and mirror strains within the countries’ cultural belief systems 
regarding education, training, and youth. Thelen acknowledges 
individual constellations (such as a notorious contest between 
the Prussian Ministry of Education and Ministry of Trade 
regarding continuation schooling, in which the Ministry of Edu-
cation emphasises a schooling system that facilitates ideological 
socialisation). However, these aspects form no primary part of 
the conceptual framework.

A closer look at the seminal analysis of these different aspects 
infers that much effort went into the conceptualisation of polit-
ical and economic influences, while social influences are often 
reduced to aspects of class division and labour market policies 
that support workers security, subsequently motivating them 
to invest in and pursue training. Other social and even more so 
cultural influences are named but lack conceptualisation and 
analysis, hence they remain a diffuse aspect. Scholars agree on 
the relevance of certain aspects without identifying scope and 
potentially underlying mechanisms in the interplay with their 
institutional complementarities. This impression is shared with 
Pierson (2004) who emphasised that a limited set of drama 
personae and the presentation of a closed history are down-
playing the role of contemporary context and temporal social 
mechanisms that influenced today’s institutions. This reveals 
that it is not only active bargaining that shapes institutional 
shifts but also cultural and social perceptions about how the 
world and VET is and should be. These considerations high-
light the need to expand the focus from the evolution of formal 
institutions to finer nuances of VET systems that make compar-
ative research on the societal context of skill formation systems 
even more relevant.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF CULTURAL NUANCES IN 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF VET SYSTEMS 

To understand VET systems today, it is therefore necessary to 
look beyond the interaction processes, bargaining between rel-
evant actors, or different stakeholders’ motivations (Bathmaker, 
2013). It is not enough to understand partisan interests and 
power relations to explore the institutionalisation of VET sys-
tems. To fully understand the evolution of VET systems within 
their social and cultural context, and future potential, it is inevi-
table to explore the meaning and concept of associated terms. It is 
also necessary to study the concept of VET and apprenticeships 
within the (vocational) education debate, what formal ideas are 
associated with the term, and what public agenda comes with it. 
Before concluding with implication for emerging issues in VET 
research, these aspects shall be explored in more depth.

LINGUISTIC AND SOCIOLOGICAL CONCEPT

VET systems are constructed by language and associated mean-
ing. It is in the terms individuals and societies assign to specific 
aspects of each system, the definitions of these terms, and the 
description of mechanisms, connections, or interactions. These 
are shaped by distinctive cultural settings, and vary across coun-
tries (Brockmann et al., 2008; Cedefop, 2017; Winch, 2012). 
One linguistic as much as cultural example is the term skills 
itself, as it has different meanings in different cultural circles. 
Skills are understood to be measurable outcomes for education 
processes. While its definitions suggest a clear and international 
categorisation of learning outcomes, a closer look at countries’ 
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understanding of skills based on their definition of learning. 
In a general statement. Ruhs (2011) argues that the skills term 
remains empirically vague and difficult to conceptualise. This 
is not only true for measurement---especially non- cognitive, 
or social and emotional skill here impose particular challenges 
(Heckman and Rubinstein, 2001) – but also for cross-country 
comparative analysis. Shaw et al. (2016) here exemplify that 
while students training for a specific occupation can easily com-
pare their basic trade related knowledge, the skills they learn 
within their trade might vary as they are influenced by local 
economic supply and demand, but also cultural demands. Giv-
ing the example of a hairdresser, they explain their skills vary 
according to culturally related hair styles and preferences. While 
this is true for education, the close relation to occupational local 
structures make especially VET and the inherent practical skill 
prone to cultural influence (Shaw et al., 2016).

The institutional setup is closely linked to countries’ linguistic 
understanding of relevant terms, hence, VET systems ground 
on different concepts. England’s education system is skill based, 
with skills in the English culture representing individual attri-
butes that are measurable as a learning outcome (Brockmann et 
al., 2008). To use the words of Shaw et al. (2016, p. 90), skills 
in the UK are the “practical can do aspect of a vocational qual-
ification”. The German education and VET system are knowl-
edge-based, and deeply embedded in the culturally implemented 
understanding of general education (allgemeine Menschenbil-
dung), coined by Wilhelm von Humboldt, the leading designer 
of the Prussian education system. VET is therefore understood 
as an integral part of general education, including elements of 
citizenship and cultural socialisation. Vocational education here 
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served as an instrument for the moral and civil education of 
youth within an occupation (Gonon, 2019). Even the most gen-
eral understanding of VET (while prevalent in both countries) 
differs. While German policymakers perceive VET as an edu-
cation for an occupation, their British counterparts target the 
employability of individuals. These nuances show that culture 
can already influence the systematic arrangements via language 
and cultural understanding of terms and institutions (Brock-
mann et al., 2008).

It is not only across countries but also within countries that 
related concepts vary. Campanelli and Channell (1994) discuss 
the challenges arising from different understandings of train-
ing in different contexts on the micro-level, as it is defined dif-
ferently by different stakeholders. They particularly highlight 
a discrepancy between the understanding of the term by the 
general population and training professionals, with the former 
using the term in a narrower sense. The definition further varies 
between groups, such as employers and employees or “with dif-
ferent occupational groups, age groups, and genders” (Campan-
elli and Channell, 1994, p. 51). This is amplified by Bathmaker 
(2013), who explores the influence of different stakeholders on 
the definition of knowledge in VET qualifications in England. 
They conclude that different stakeholders aim to establish their 
own definitions and levels of knowledge in qualification frame-
works. This suggests that general definitions and assumed con-
cepts of related terms should not be taken for granted in the 
institutionalisation process. To understand related processes, 
one should also have a close eye on what concepts are provided 
along the process, how are they negotiated, which concepts are 
dominant, and how do they change over time?
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CULTURAL AND SOCIAL VALUE OF  

APPRENTICESHIPS AND VET 

Apart from different linguistic meanings, the concept of appren-
ticeships and VET is further shaped by the associated prestige 
and status of each pathway in relation to others. This is empha-
sised by the concept of stratification by Allmendinger (1989) 
takes cultural and social aspects into account. It considers pub-
lic commitment to VET systems, and stratification within val-
ue-based social occupational hierarchies. These operationalise 
public support and link it to cultural values as relevant com-
ponents of VET systems. This allows the conclusion that the 
associated status and value of occupations and crafts influence 
respective decisions and the bargaining process along with the 
institutionalisation of VET systems. Hence, prestige and sta-
tus are another part of understanding what apprenticeships are 
and mean in society. This is reflected in the chances that parents 
assign to them as a certification measure to educate their chil-
dren and prepare them for a successful career and life.

Mazenod (2016) highlights that the status of apprenticeships 
depends on the view on alternative pathways, such as university 
education. The higher the status of other pathways, the lower 
the status of apprenticeships and vice versa. It is not just the 
temporary prestige and value assigned to VET pathways, in 
contrast to other educational options. Concept and value are 
further driven by historically grown images of occupation and 
craft that do not necessarily reflect content and image of each 
pathway today. This is supported by Cedefop, 2017, which devel-
oped a framework to classify VET systems of EU countries. It 
focuses on the entire range of upper secondary VET and iden-
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tifies four prevalent patterns: work-based or dual initial training 
(e.g., Denmark, Germany or Austria); initial vocational educa-
tion (e.g., Bulgaria, Spain, Malta or Romania); further training 
(e.g., Ireland and UK-England); as (part of ) lifelong learning 
(e.g., France or Finland). What is interesting about this frame-
work is the conceptualisation of the four identified patterns, as 
it includes criteria that are associated with societal values. It aims 
to capture the social and cultural position of the prevalent train-
ing types in the respective society. This is, for example, reflected 
in the description of the work-based or dual initial training pat-
terns. It states that “VET is considered to be based on practical 
knowledge and ‘learning by doing’ for young people (recognised 
as apprentices) to become members of an occupation/profes-
sion (initiation) with distinct occupational or professional ethos 
and occupational rights.” (Cedefop, 2017, p. 28). This reveals 
a quasi-romantic understanding of VET, in particular appren-
ticeships, associated with specific occupational related rituals 
and images implemented in the concept of respective pathways. 
These images are often closely linked to an idolised idea of crafts-
manship, transported over decades and stemming from a glori-
fied understanding of occupation and craft in the Middle Ages 
(Sennett, 2008). These insights contrast a purely economically 
or politically driven concept of apprenticeships. It further raises 
the question of how these romantic, almost mythological con-
cepts of earlier versions of apprenticeships influence the devel-
opment of VET systems to the day.

These occupation, pathway, and craft related values are sup-
plemented by the status of youth as the primary target group of 
initial VET. Research from social and economic history reveals 
a dualist function of apprenticeships as the mediaeval origins 
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of modern VET systems. Vocational Education and apprentice-
ships are not only an economic and political phenomenon but 
also a tool to prepare disobedient and unruly youth for a cul-
ture and state-conform life. From the apprentice perspective, 
apprenticeship, and their association with market and often city 
controlling guilds became rather attractive, as they symbolised 
an entry ticket to urban life and attached privileges. Life in the 
city was often highly restricted by controlling guilds. Appren-
ticeships were one way to become a member (Prak and Wallis, 
2020). Hence, today’s VET systems originate in an institution 
that was not only installed for the acquisition of human capital 
but also on a cultural idea of how and where youth should be 
educated beyond vocational education.

This hints to a thought-provoking aspect of VET institution-
alisation. If the origins of VET systems were commonly associ-
ated with this social function of citizen education and privilege, 
based on cultural ideals, how far did this part of apprenticeships 
influence institutional development and European divergence? 
It calls for a detailed conceptualisation and exploration of these 
youth-related components as a potential influence on institu-
tional evolution over time.

Such a detailed account of the influence of these ideologi-
cal para¬digms on institutional development is yet missing. 
This is especially interesting, as the development and diver-
gence of VET systems in Europe co-occurs with the emergence 
of intergenerational conflicts between youth and the old elites 
in the government. A wide discussion around that matter can 
be found in historical youth studies. The literature identifies 
various intergenerational conflict lines between economic and 
political interests and the living conditions of youth. Along this 
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conflict,  policies were introduced that criminalised youth and 
prioritised the moral education of such (Gillis, 1981; Hasen-
clever, 1978, Prak and Wallis, 2020). These sources highlight the 
important role of education and school in these developments. 
In connection with the original understanding of VET institu-
tions also being a tool for moral and civic education, it would 
be interesting to understand the respective connection between 
youth status, youth policies, and VET policies.

The hypothesis is that established social function of VET 
institutions could have provoked the idea that they are not only 
economically beneficial but also socially, e.g., by providing an 
instrument to educate youth morally within an institution that 
was already established for such a cause. This could have justified 
the involvement of the state in regulation and financing VET, 
which happened in Europe at the same time in different ways in 
other policy branches, such as youth care and general education 
(Böhnisch, 2012; McCoy, 1998).

For sociologists, this impression is particularly reinforced by 
research on youth transition (see, for example, Chevalier, 2016; 
Niemeyer, 2007; Walther, 2006). Focussing on welfare provi-
sion, Chevalier (2016) states that welfare provision for youth 
depends on how youth is perceived in society, and whether it 
is associated with adulthood or childhood. It correlates with 
skill provision, specifically, if skill provision is inclusive and tar-
gets all youths, or if it is exclusively focused on specific groups. 
Chevalier (2016) argues that this cultural understanding differs 
along the lines of the typologies developed by comparative VET 
research and Varieties of Capitalism research. While Chevalier 
(2016) does not specifically focus on VET, welfare provision is 
assumed to be an institutional complementarity. It is further eli-
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gible to assume that VET is part of the transition process from 
school to work. Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that VET 
systems are further influenced by the status of youth in society.

This includes specific norms and beliefs particularly related 
to young people, such as “normative guidelines and institu-
tionalised discourse” about what youth is, how young people 
should behave and how a supposedly `normal’ transition pro-
cess should look like (Niemeyer, 2007, p. 121). Niemeyer (2007) 
particularly highlights the significance of “demands and expec-
tations on young people” (p. 131). This extends the findings from 
the Variety of Capitalism literature and finds that education, 
social policies, and employment are related and influence insti-
tutional settings. Beyond this, the approach can show the role 
of corresponding norms and values that are likely to have an 
influence on VET systems. The paper emphasises the power of 
informal institutions, norms, and belief systems particularly 
related to what youth is, how young people should behave and 
what a ‘normal’ transition process looks like. This is reflected 
in the categorising dimension asking for cultural perceptions 
of youth and social perception of youth unemployment. While 
Niemeyer (2007) primarily focuses on youth transitions, the dis-
cussion has important implications for the institutionalisation 
of VET systems. It broadens the focus of the set of institutional 
complementarities, from employment policies to youth policies 
within countries’ welfare states as influential for related insti-
tutions, and VET systems are considered one of them. Above 
that, with the concluding question about the influence of the 
cultural beliefs on institutional developments, she highlights the 
need for a detailed account of these influences, not only in the 
future but also with a focus on the past. Niemeyer’s approach 
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stems from historical consideration and appreciates historical 
developments but does not trace back these trajectories. How-
ever, social, and economic historical research makes this focus 
even more promising to add to the understanding of countries’ 
VET trajectories.

CONCLUSION: TAKING AN  
INTERDISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVE

Institutionalisation theory provides a useful framework for 
locating VET systems in a historical context. It is most useful 
to understand and compare their development across decades, 
identify crucial timeframes and changes. It helps to identify rel-
evant actors and stakeholders and estimate their role in the insti-
tutionalisation process. However, the understanding of VET 
systems and relevant processes often appears too simplified and 
stylised. This is reflected in a broad acknowledgement of cul-
tural and social influences, without a clear definition of such.

Research on concepts, meaning and value of apprenticeship 
and VET demonstrates that related systems do not solely grow 
on the grounds of economic and political actors. This includes a 
historic understanding of apprenticeships associated with occu-
pation and craftsmanship, but also an institution for moral and 
civic education. This is closely linked to the perspective on youth 
of society, and the question of how they should be educated. 
While this branch contributes insightful typologies and cate-
gories to the understanding related patterns, it, so far, provides 
few accounts on the historical development of such values and 
potential path dependencies.

The isolation of each branch within their discipline can be 
overcome by integrating insights from one branch into the 



414

 other’s research. This can be achieved by recognising social and 
cultural values of VET systems in the exploration of the insti-
tutionalisation process. This requires the focus on particular 
aspects as well as the conceptualisation of such influences.

A starting point could be the following guiding questions.

· (How) are arguments constructed around the historical 
‘legacy’ of apprenticeships (or other VET institutions), 
occupations, and craftsmanship by relevant actors in the 
bargaining process?

· To what degree are these associations strategically used to 
advertise other ideas and policies?

· Are systematic aspects/ policies discussed in reference 
to youth?

· What goal/ benefit/function is ascribed to aspect/policy 
in reference to youth? e.g., in relation to civic, moral, voca-
tional education, training, youth unemployment?

· How are youth and VET policies described? For  example, 
are they described as positive, negative, in relation to eco-
nomic/ labour market issues (such as youth unemploy-
ment), identified youth’s needs and status of youth?

· To what extent are associations strategically used to adver-
tise other ideas and policies?

· (How) do related descriptions/ interpretations/narratives 
change over time?

These suggested questions take up the insights from research on 
values, especially associated with occupation, craftsmanship and 
youth. At the same time, they focus on the institutionalisation 
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process. They allow the recognition of respective positions of 
relevant actors, which can then contribute to the bigger picture 
of institutionalisation. The benefit of combining both strands 
of research into one framework is twofold. On the one hand, it 
can contribute to the understanding of institutional develop-
ment by focussing on described socio-cultural historic aspects. 
By recognising the highlighted values and estimating their influ-
ence on the institutionalisation process, a more vivid picture of 
institutional evolution within social and cultural context can be 
painted. On the other hand, it allows us to understand concepts, 
values, and meaning of VET and apprenticeships within a his-
torical, but also institutional context. Understanding concepts 
advertised by involved actors allows to trace back respective con-
ceptual changes and persistence over time and reflects on the 
instrumentalization of such values in the bargaining process.
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ABSTRACT: 

The paper presents a research project that investigated the rela-
tionship between meritocracy and vocational education and 
training. In many countries, it can be observed that vocational 
education and training is not held in high social esteem and that 
a vast majority of young people prefers to go on to higher edu-
cation. What is conspicuous here is a pronounced orientation 
towards the meritocratic principle. In the study, an ideal type 
of the relationship between meritocracy and vocational educa-
tion and training was created, based on a synthesis of theoretical 
elaborations on performance/achievement, the merit principle, 
values and structures. According to the results, a meritocratic 
orientation acts as a catalyst for developments that contribute to 
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the devaluation of vocational education and training. This leads, 
among other things, to vocational education and training only 
insufficiently fulfilling its qualification function and the employ-
ment market complaining of a shortage of skilled workers with 
a simultaneous surplus of academics.

KEYWORDS: 

Ideal type, Meritocracy, Social Standing of Vocational Educa-
tion and Training (VET)

INTRODUCTION

In many countries around the world we can see rising enrolment 
ratios for tertiary education: for example in Sweden there is a 
rise from 42.4 % in 1995 to 67.0 % in 2017, in Germany  from 
45.3 % (in 1995) to 70.2 % (in 2017), in the UK from 48.3 % (in 
1995) to 60.0 % (in 2017), in the European Union from 40.4 
(in 1995) to 71.0 (in 2019), in the US from 79.2 % (in 1995) to 
88.2 % (in 2017) (World Bank, 2022 ). This trend goes hand 
in hand with a problematic and concerning shortage of skilled 
workers and craftsmen (e. g. Sweden: Kuczera/Jeon, 2019; Ger-
many: Schönfeld et al., 2020; UK: Wright, 2016; USA: Cap-
pelli, 2015). Especially in countries without societal conceptions 
such as Beruf, vocational education and training “continues to 
suffer from low status and negative societal sentiments” (Bil-
let, 2014, cf. Hillmert & Jacob, 2002; Hyslop-Marginson, 2001; 
Deissinger, 1994). The paper argues, that one of the reasons for 
attitudes of disregarding vocational education and training as 
“lower” education is a pronounced orientation toward the mer-
itocratic performance principle.
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There is some evidence in the literature that an orientation 
towards meritocratic logic has an unfavorable effect on voca-
tional education (Braun, 2022; Deißinger, 2019; Frommberger, 
2009, 2012; Georg, 1998; Hörner, 1994; Ott, 2015). Lutz showed 
this already in 1988 using France as an example. More recently, 
Sandel (2020) relates meritocracy to the trend toward academ-
ization in relation to the USA. A systematic analysis of the rela-
tionship between meritocracy and disregard of vocational edu-
cation and training is still pending.

This paper is dedicated on gaining a better understanding of 
the underlying mechanisms that seem to deprive vocational edu-
cation and training on upper secondary school level (VET) of 
its functionality for society (For a  more detailed, German-lan-
guage version see Braun (2022).

First, the theory section explains in more detail what is meant 
by (education-based) meritocracy and the meritocratic perfor-
mance principle. This principle has an impact on value atti-
tudes, evaluation of educational pathways and eventually the 
structures of educational systems. Therefore, the first step of our 
analysis is doing a synthesis of theories linking performance/
attainment, values, structures, and the educational system. 
Against this background, the results of an ideal type construc-
tion of the link between meritocracy and vocational education 
are presented. It is described, which value logic, mechanisms and 
characteristics shape it.

The theoretical explanations (chapter 2 and 3) largely refer 
to German authors, but not necessarily to the German context, 
because they are overarching theories that were not developed 
specifically in relation to Germany.
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(EDUCATION-BASED) MERITOCRACY

Meritocracy can be defined in a broader and in a narrower 
sense (Braun, 2022). In a broader sense it assumes that the merit 
principle is applied as an allocation mechanism to determine 
opportunities, rewards, status, etc. (Heckhausen, 1974). The 
central characteristic of the meritocratic ideal is that power, 
scarce social positions and goods are distributed via the merit 
principle (Arzberger, 1988; Gruber, 2016; Hadjar, 2008). The 
merit principle is a basic norm of modern societies that influ-
ences all social subsystems (Dröge et al., 2008; Gruber, 2016; 
Neckel et al., 2005) and is deeply inscribed in our understand-
ing of justice (Gruber, 2016). It stands for not relying on alter-
native, askriptive characteristics that are judged to be unjust 
and illegitimate. These include for example, family, ethnic or 
social origin, financial strength of the family, network of rela-
tionships, gender, religious affiliation, class privilege, popular-
ity, etc. (Dröge et al., 2008; Hadjar, 2015; Matei & Popa, 2010; 
Young, 1961). In contrast to these characteristics, the merit 
principle stands as a distributional basis for equal opportuni-
ties (Becker & Hadjar, 2017).

The application of the merit principle for the allocation of 
positions in society aims at the formation of an efficient elite or 
an allocation of people to social tasks according to their perfor-
mance. In this process, positions are thought of as hierarchical 
and linked to a certain income that increases with the level of 
the position. The monetary incentive, according to the theory, 
ensures the motivation for maximum performance, which serves 
the good of all members of a society. Provided the “governed” 
believe in its legitimacy, the merit principle justifies and legiti-
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mises social inequality (Hadjar, 2008; Hoffer, 2002; Hondrich, 
1984; Schimank, 2017). Members of society accept differenti-
ations of wealth, income and social prestige under the condi-
tion that they are based on differences in talent, merit, skills, 
motivation and effort (Matei & Popa, 2010; Young, 1961). In 
order to enable the optimal filling of positions and to select the 
most capable, there is a need for a generally accepted definition 
of merit and an objective measurement of it that results in rec-
ognised, valid certificates (Hagedorn, 2013).

In a narrower sense the definition of meritocracy refers to 
these certificates. It  consists of the link between educational 
success and employment, which is characteristic of any modern 
society. Hereby differences in educational careers and degrees 
justify a correspondingly different positioning on the labour 
market (Georg & Sattel, 2006). This gives a special meaning to 
certificates of the education system: those who achieve a “high” 
educational qualification have better prospects of getting a 
“high” position, status and salary. The certificates serve as proofs 
of the overall capabilities of their holders. They provide the evi-
dence of merits. The merits equal educational achievement 
respectively the certificated performance a student showed. 

In German, there is a term that encompasses merit as well 
as performance, attainment and achievement – “Leistung”. In 
order to avoid misunderstandings and to maintain a certain clar-
ity, the following will use “Leistung” as useful collective term. 
Moreover, meritocracy is henceforth understood as meritoc-
racy in the narrower, education-based sense, embedded in the 
broader understanding of meritocracy. The focus is not on the 
reproduction of social inequality, but on the education-based 
principle of “Leistung”.
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LINKING “LEISTUNG”, VALUES, STRUCTURES AND 
EDUCATION SYSTEMS

For an analysis of the connection between the appreciation 
respectively valuation of VET and meritocracy, we need the-
ories that connect “Leistung” and the principle of “Leistung” 
with values. Because the education system is at the forefront of 
determining “Leistung”, these concepts need to be linked to the 
education system und its structures (cf. Braun 2022).

At first, let’s take a look at the concept of “Leistung” and clar-
ify what it actually means. “Leistung” only exists in the minds 
of people. You cannot touch it, beause it consists of an action. If 
someone evaluates the action and thus attributes a certain value 
to it, it becomes a ”Leistung”. The evaluation is dependent on 
values and norms that are applied. Values and norms are a mat-
ter of culture and social cohabitation. Thus, the definition and 
evaluation of “Leistung” have a social and a cultural dimension 
that is based on shared values (Heid, 1992, 2012; Schlie, 1988; 
Zabeck, 1972). 

The value of certain actions declared as “Leistung” depends 
on the definition of “Leistung”. Consequently, it is assumed 
that the core to be examined, which decides on the signifi-
cance and standing of VET in meritocracies, consists of the 
value attributed to certain educational qualifications as proof 
of “Leistung” in comparison to other educational qualifications 
(Braun, 2022).

Due to the outstanding role of shared values and value judge-
ments in our context, we have to analyse next, what values are 
and how they manifest themselves in structures of the education 
system and in the measurement and certification of “Leistung“.
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Values determine actions. Actions of actors interact and result 
in structures. Structures provide the framework for further 
actions and thus are reproduced. There is a socially recognised, 
culturally dependent value of “Leistung” that is based on a spe-
cific value logic. “Value logic” means the specific way in which 
values, value-bearers and value attitudes are related to each other. 
Systems and their orders are essentially determined by culturally 
justifiable patterns and values, on the basis of which actors eval-
uate situations and carry out actions. Value attitudes are repro-
duced via the system structures. Teachers and pupils as parts of 
the educational system are bound to the culturally and systemi-
cally determined value of “Leistung” (Braun, 2022; Fend, 2009; 
Heid, 2006; Kraft, 1951; Schimank, 2009, 2010). The socially rec-
ognised value of “Leistung”, which is based on certain value atti-
tudes, can be seen, for example, in the stratification of the edu-
cation system and the value of educational qualifications (Braun, 
2022). According to Georg and Sattel, stratification determines 
the vertical and horizontal differentiation of educational path-
ways and the “degree of separation between general and voca-
tional education as well as access selection to vocational training 
pathways” (Georg & Sattel, 2006, pp. 126, translated from Ger-
man). This suggests that there is a connection between values, 
actions and (systemic) structures that is relevant to the research 
interest of this paper. The first question is how values are gener-
ally expressed in structural differentiation mechanisms of soci-
eties and what role the education system plays in this. As the 
following section shows, the aspect of “Leistung” takes on an 
important function in this context (Braun, 2022).

Structures emerge from the interaction of (value-based) 
actions of different actors, which produces a stable pattern. 
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Because structures set a framework for actions, they affect actors 
and their decisions and can reproduce themselves in this way 
(Schimank, 2010). Structures can occur as system structures if 
they represent stable, possibly institutionalised patterns and 
can be clearly delineated as units from their environment (Zie-
mann, 2009). Systems interact with each other as subsystems 
and assume certain functions in the overall system of society, 
for the fulfillment of which they specialise in (Eichmann, 1989). 
Since actions are based on values and structures are cumulative 
actions, values indirectly influence systems, each of which has 
its own organisational structures (Braun, 2022; Schimank, 2010; 
Ziemann, 2009). Since actors can only be and remain part of a 
system if they adhere to systemic specifications, systems can sus-
tain themselves in the long term (Schimank, 2009). In addition, 
systems transport values and norms via structures and modes 
of functioning, which guide actors’ actions (Schimank, 2009, 
2016). The following sections explain how this works in detail.

The culturally constructed values and standards give rise to 
action-guiding evaluative orientations (Endruweit & Lüdtke, 
2013, p. 492). They express themselves in binary codes that con-
trol the interplay of actors’ actions (Schimank, 2009). Evalua-
tive orientations become binary codes when they are generalised 
to a large extent on the factual and temporal level and can be 
applied in numerous different, but limited to one domain, situ-
ations. In differentiated form, they have a high degree of power 
to order society because they determine actions and possess an 
“absolute – comprehensive and unquestioned – interpretive sov-
ereignty” (Schimank, 2009, pp. 194 translated from German). 
Binary codes fix actions in their valence and have unconditional 
validity within their respective subsystems (Schimank, 2009, 
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p. 196). Actors are subject to them as a functional imperative 
(Esser, 2000, p. 77). However, they usually do not perceive this 
as such because it appears as natural. It dictates their assessment 
of situations and their actions without creating any doubts in 
their minds, because the contingency of social structures is con-
cealed. As a result, the code reproduces itself again and again 
and proves to be extremely durable (Schimank, 2009).

This becomes clearer if we consider the example of the educa-
tional system. As the logic of the education system, Fend expli-
cates the difference of knowledge and non-knowledge, thus dis-
tinguishing it from the economic logic of maximising utility and 
the scientific logic of finding the truth (Fend, 2009). In edu-
cation-based meritocracies, the educational system has, among 
other things, the task of selecting according to “Leistung”. In 
doing so, it uses the binary code better/worse (Eichmann, 1989; 
Luhmann, 2008). That is, selection takes place by evaluating who 
accomplishes the acquisition of knowledge and values better or 
worse (Kurtz, 2007). According to Schimank (2009), there are 
programs at various levels that serve to operationalise the respec-
tive binary codes of subsystems and provide actors with guide-
lines for their actions. Consistent with the culture to which they 
belong, mental systems are stored in the memory of actors. The 
latter consist of mental models that depict typical situations 
and serve as guidelines for action, which Esser calls scripts for 
action (Esser, 2000). Normative specifications, as a segment of 
a program structure, are responsible for indicating how action 
should be taken. They manifest themselves as institutionalised 
structures of expectations in laws and formal as well as informal 
norms (Schimank, 2009). Norms, in turn, provide guidelines 
for actions that result from certain values and goals and help 
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actors to orient themselves (Lamnek, 2002). Thus, normative 
specifications form sociocultural guidelines (Braun, 2022). 

Within the education system, programs are responsible for 
determining the educational content to be learned or defining 
learning objectives. Programs can, but do not have to, be linked 
to the economic system. That is, educational curricula for spe-
cific educational programs can be aligned in terms of content 
with occupations or skills needed in the economy. However, 
depending on their characteristics, there may also be links to 
other reference systems that are related to education and place 
societal demands on the educational system (Luhmann, 2008). 
“In the selection context of the educational system, everything 
can be linked to everything, provided that it is evaluated” (Luh-
mann, 2008, pp. 197, translated from German), because evalua-
tion in itself is sufficient to be able to select, regardless of what 
exactly is evaluated (Braun, 2022).

As Fend explains with reference to Luhmann, subsystems (as 
subsystems of the overall system of society conceived as superor-
dinate) communicate with each other and adapt to each other. 
This happens by incorporating and integrating expectations of 
other subsystems into their own functionality. In this way, sub-
systems try to maintain themselves as such. The education sys-
tem communicates with the economy and politics. Accordingly, 
the qualification function of the education system can be under-
stood as a consequence of an affiliation with the employment 
system (Fend, 2009). However, it can be concluded that the 
other functions of the education system, for example the encul-
turation, allocation or integration function (Fend, 2009), also 
determine the content that is taught there, which can make the 
orientation to the economy less relevant (Braun, 2022). This is 
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where the code teachable/not teachable comes into play, which 
goes far beyond the work activity reference and comes into play 
alongside the selection code better/worse in the education sys-
tem (Kurtz, 2007; Luhmann & Lenzen, 2002). Depending on 
the connections to other subsystems, the objects of mediation in 
the educational system may vary, with the result that the content 
of the service to be provided and its evaluation diverge from one 
educational system to another (Braun, 2022). Within an educa-
tional system, however, an objectification of social knowledge 
emerges (Vollmer, 1996). In other words, subsystems require 
their participants to act in certain ways. These are mediated by 
the structures of the subsystems, which align with the code of 
the subsystem and its functions. The actors do not question the 
system’s specifications because they are shaped by the system and 
perceive its specifications as correct or are not aware that there 
might be alternative courses of action. In this way, they support 
the system and its code with their actions, whereby the system 
reproduces itself (Braun, 2022).

The definition of “Leistung” or success is enforced by the 
groups that have the power of definition and receive general 
validity, which is consolidated by consent and agreement and 
can only exist in the long run because it represents a “fiction 
made socially credible” (Hitzler, 2003, p. 787, translated from 
German). The example of socialisation by “Leistung” (Fend, 
2009; Heid, 2012) and the shaping of actors’ actions by codes 
(Schimank, 2009) shows that an internalisation of (systemic) 
structures and the value orientations they contain takes place, 
even if they were not originally created on the basis of socially 
shared values but in negotiation processes (Braun, 2022). As 
Heid (2012) has shown, the frames of reference used in the 
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assessment of “Leistung” appear to be natural and are not open 
to discussion.

Due to predetermined norms and expectations as well as a 
“need for basic certainty of expectations” and benefit consid-
erations, actors subordinate themselves to the “cultural guid-
ing idea” of subsystemic codes (Schimank, 2009, p. 210, trans-
lated from German). This applies, among other things, to the 
education system with its degrees, from which a certain benefit 
is expected (Schimank, 2009). Educational qualifications can 
represent a norm to which, among other things, expectations 
regarding career, status and social recognition are linked (Braun, 
2022). Since actions that are directed in the same way and fol-
low the logic of the code to be applied in the context of the 
action are aggregated and situations are interpreted according 
to the system logic, a reproduction of system structures occurs 
in which the intentions and practices of individual actors are 
irrelevant (Schimank, 2009, p. 209). This makes statements and 
conclusions possible on a more general level than the individual 
(Braun, 2022).

With regard to the question of the value of VET in contrast 
to general or academic education, the implemented culturally 
constructed value logics, i.e. values that are arranged according 
to cultural guidelines and relate to each other in a culturally 
determined way and influence structures, have an effect. They 
determine which types of schools take on which function and 
assign them their status (Braun, 2022).

Overall, it can be observed that different societies have very 
different structural characteristics and contingency measures, 
but that “the codes as permanently identically reproducing 
nuclei” do not differ (Schimank, 2009, p. 199 translated from 
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German). This means that, as a rule, the subsystems of different 
societies have the same codes, but their structuring can some-
times diverge greatly (Braun, 2022).

Due to the contingency of structures and their depen-
dence on values that diverge from culture to culture, it makes 
sense to abstract and describe the relationship between educa-
tion-based meritocracy and VET at an ideal-typical level. The 
level of abstraction should be chosen in such a way that contin-
gent structures and characteristics are conceivable at subordi-
nate levels (Waldow, 2019). In particular, it is necessary to find 
out which value logic meritocracies presuppose with regard to 
the value of educational qualifications, how this value logic is 
expressed in structures and systems, and how it relates to the 
value of VET in meritocracies.

IDEAL TYPE OF MERITOCRACY AND VET

METHOD

The method applied is an ideal type construction according to 
Weber (1968a). It aims to bring out the uniqueness of an overar-
ching social or historical phenomenon on the basis of empirical 
reality (Deißinger, 1998; Hempel, 1984). By analysing causes, 
functional relationships and interconnections of individual 
appearances of a phenomenon and assembling the individual 
appearances, a logically contradiction-free whole is created. It 
sets itself apart from reality by one-sidedly going to extremes 
and ignoring other influences. Nevertheless, it is not a normative 
ideal, but an idealised, abstracted entity based on real appear-
ances. It serves as “pure” type, as a yardstick for reality com-
parisons (Hirsch Hadorn, 1997; Weber, 1968b; Winckelmann, 
1969) that makes phenomena theoretically tangible.
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With the construction of the ideal type, the present work 
pursues the intention of extracting a value logic that character-
ises the connection between meritocracy and VET and is linked 
to certain structural characteristics and systemic functions to 
be found. The aim is to create a heuristic interpretation scheme 
(Winckelmann, 1969) against the theoretical background pre-
sented (see Chapter 2), which provides a theoretical setting of 
what characterises the connection between meritocracy and 
VET. For our epistemological interest, the goal is not to work 
out singularities of countries, but to find a scheme that theoreti-
cally captures the relationship we are looking for on an abstract, 
higher level “above” reality. Real types differ from country to 
country. The comparison with the ideal type expresses the 
degree to which societies follow the characteristics identified as 
meritocratic with regard to the value of VET (Braun, 2022). The 
steps taken to construct the ideal type are based on methodic  
instructions of Hirsch Hadorn (1997), Albert (2007), Wittek 
(2006), Burger (1976) and Hempel (1984 ), which were inte-
grated and modified for the present study (Braun, 2022).

To arrive at an ideal type, the following steps were worked 
through:

- Step 1: Obtaining data material from meritocratic coun-
tries by literature analyses

- Step 2: Bundling relevant individual appearances and 
 features of meritocracy and VET found in step 1

- Step 3: Inserting the features found in step 2 into the 
framework of the theory synthesis

- Step 4: Formulation of logic of values based on the results 
of step 3 
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- Step 5: Actual ideal type construction describing the role 
and value of VET in a meritocracy

Normally, ideal types refer to the empiricism considered inter-
nationally. For example, Weber based his ideal type of bureau-
cracy on different countries (Weber 1921). Suitable countries for 
the ideal type construction must be those that exhibit extreme 
meritocratic traits, in order to be able to examine what is special 
about meritocracy in contrast to other forms of rule (cf. Weber, 
1968a; Hirsch Hadorn, 1997). The study chose two counties as 
examples for the construction of ideal types: Japan and France. 
Both are known to be meritocratic to a high extent (Eswein, 
2016; Lüsebrink, 2018) and there was sufficient literature avail-
able about their VET systems. The fact that they are located in 
different cultural regions of the world give the necessary breadth 
to the consideration, so that the ideal type does not become too 
narrowly focused on one country or one cultural area (Braun, 
2022). Based on the individual phenomena of both countries, 
two value logics were created (step 1 to 4 were followed for Japan 
and France separately), which were then combined on an ide-
al-typical level (step 4) and linked to structural characteristics 
and functions of the educational system in a meritocracy, espe-
cially VET (step 5).

RESULTS

In both France and Japan, it could be confirmed that a deval-
uation of VET through the meritocratic principle of “Leis-
tung” has taken place (Braun, 2022). The combination of the 
two value logics of Japan and France (See Braun (2022) for the 
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country-specific value logics of Japan and France and a more 
detailed description of the ideal type) resulted in the following 
value logic on an ideal-typical level (Braun, 2022):

 “Leistung” becomes a value carrier because of the principle 
of “Leistung”. It has a high value, so that “Leistung” becomes an 
essential value. Value hierarchies of persons, institutions, com-
panies, etc. emerge and become more and more differentiated. 
Educational institutions acquire a high value if they qualify for 
“higher” educational courses or “high” professional positions. 

Educational institutions compete for prestige and try to get 
the highest possible places in the rankings. For this purpose, it 
is important to select the high achievers among the students. 
Thus, there is large number of demanding examinations that 
are carried out.  They determine teaching and learning processes 
and their results are also of great importance for the learners. In 
consequence, selection takes on a dominant function in educa-
tional processes. 

Selection-relevant achievements (“Leistung”) refer to general, 
theoretical, cognitively demanding content. VET is classified as 
“low” education for “low achievers”. This attitude is taught by 
the mechanism that guides low achivers to “lower” educational 
courses such as VET. It is reinforced by the recruitment strate-
gies of companies who prefer garduates of “higher” educational 
courses. 

There is an erosion of the meritocratic principle because the 
economic system is forced to rely on the selection of the educa-
tional system. The latter, however, does not certify professional 
skills but a certain intellectual potential of “Leistung” and, as 
far as the “higher” courses of education are concerned, detaches 
itself from its qualification function.
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Educational programs and institutions that are lower in the 
hierarchy, are associated with low career opportunities because 
they are a sign of low “Leistung” for their participants. Edu-
cational programs and institutions of VET are avoided as far 
as possible. In terms of content, they do not correspond to 
what is culturally associated with good “Leistung”. This results 
in negative selection, which assigns low-achieving students to 
the “lower” (vocational) types of education and does not admit 
them to “higher” courses of education. Qualifications at the sec-
ondary level lose value, since those educational certificates that 
open up the best career opportunities, i.e. those of “higher”, ter-
tiary education, are valuable. Negative selection reinforces the 
low value of VET, which further reduces the career opportuni-
ties of its graduates.

The education system adapts to the economy, which prefers 
to hire generalists who have been labeled as high performers by 
the education system. This is because the status of the educa-
tional institutions depends on the “Leistung” of their graduates.

This further devalues vocational content and pushes it out of 
the education system. The certificate holders of “higher” edu-
cational programs are increasing because efforts to create equal 
opportunities are leading to more formal permeability and an 
overall “higher” level of education in society. In addition, voca-
tionally oriented courses of education at university level are 
more likely to be established. However, these remain below the 
value of the more general ones because they are connections to 
low-value VET at the secondary school level, in which only the 
low-achievers participate. In order to upgrade them, their con-
tent and structure are adapted to the logic of the general educa-
tion system and they become a poorer type of general education.
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VET has above all a social function, which includes enabling 
lower-performing students to complete their education. As a 
result it is not recognized as a high performer and does not 
repre sent a real alternative for high-achieving students. 

Regarding the structures of the education system, three phases 
can be distinguished on an ideal-typical level (Braun, 2022): 

During the first phase, the meritocratic principle is estab-
lished. Educational certificates and professional positions are 
linked. There is an emphasis on selection that aims on creating 
a rather small elite of high achievers. Only few students gain 
access to “higher” education.  The education system is character-
ised by little permeability. In particular VET and general educa-
tion respectively academic education are sharply separated from 
each other. VET represents an educational cul-de-sac and is per-
ceived as “lower” education compared to general education with 
relatively high esteem. Nevertheless, VET still has a quite good 
standing because there are not many who have a “higher” edu-
cation degree.

In phase 2, educational expansion and marginalisation of 
VET occur. Due to a strong emphasis on equal opportunities, 
which are a condition for the legitimacy of the meritocratic 
principle, a broad opening of “higher” courses of education is 
taking place. In consequence, VET is losing popularity to a large 
extent. In favour of promoting equal opportunities, greater per-
meability is implemented in the education system. Connections 
of VET courses to more general, ”higher” or academic courses 
are created. This results in a generalisation of the content of 
VET. In this way, VET increasingly loses its significance for the 
labor market, and its original profile. It degenerates into a poorer 
kind of general education. This leads to dysfunctionalities in the 
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overall social system, such as a surplus of graduates and a short-
age of skilled workers.

Because of the dysfunctionalities, phase 3 unadopts an attempt 
to make VET more attractive and to emphasise its equivalence 
to other, more general educational courses. Attempts are made 
to upgrade VET respectively to compensate for the disadvan-
tages that have arisen, e.g. through further (counterproductive) 
adaptation to general education or academic courses of educa-
tion or integration of internships in academic curricula. Usu-
ally,  these internships are not focused on learning skills, but 
on getting to know the professional world. As a result, they 
have no real qualifying value. There is a trend toward certifying 
informally acquired competencies as well, which can be seen as a 
departure from the education-based meritocratic principle that 
relies on formal education.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSIONS

According to Webers categorisation, meritocracy is one of the 
legitimate forms of rule (Braun, 2022; Weber, 1968a). As a legit-
imate form of rule, the legitimacy of the meritocratic principle 
and thus its social acceptance is a cornerstone of its lasting exis-
tence. The means to this end is the promotion of equal oppor-
tunity, which is therefore treated in the above ideal type as a 
part of, and not as an antithesis to, selective meritocratic elitism. 
Equality of opportunity and elitism are understood as opposing 
poles, spanning a continuum within meritocracies on which a 
certain social balance must be achieved and maintained if a mer-
itocracy is to be preserved in the long run. 
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Figure 1. Meritocratic continuum (Braun, 2022, p. 198, translated version)

Historically, at least as far as Japan and France are concerned, the 
“regulator” (in black) usually moves from the far right further 
and further to the left, i.e. from elite formation in the direction 
of equal opportunities (symbolised by the arrow with the with 
a solid line). Theoretically, a movement in the direction of elite 
formation is also conceivable, for example, if hardly any selec-
tion takes place due to measures to promote equal opportuni-
ties.

If the “regulator” is too far to the right, the legitimacy of the 
meritocracy is lost and it becomes unstable; if it is too far to the 
left, little or no selection takes place and the difference between 
elite and mass is blurred beyond recognition, so that it is no lon-
ger possible to speak of a meritocracy.

The positioning of the “regulator” affects the structures of the 
educational system. If the “regulator” is far to the left (see Fig. 1), 
the education system tends to be less selective and very perme-
able. The measurement and evaluation of “Leistung” is perceived 
in a differentiated way, i.e. the comparison of “Leistung” relates 
to the individual and her or his former “Leistung”. Educational 
programs and types are differentiated horizontally, making dif-
ferent degrees equivalent. There are few admission restrictions, 
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so individual support is not based on high “Leistung” and all 
students receive the same level of support. (Braun, 2022).

In contrast, the education system tends to be highly selective 
and not very permeable when the “regulator” is far to the right. 
The measurement and evaluation of “Leistung” is the same for 
everyone so that comparisons of individual “Leistung” can be 
made. Thus, it can be accurately classified whose “Leistung” was 
better or worse. Educational programs and degrees are differ-
entiated vertically. This means that highly differentiated educa-
tional hierarchies are created that reflect different levels of edu-
cation. The scope of support for the individual is tied to his or 
her “Leistung”, because only those who perform very well receive 
more and higher education. (Braun, 2022).

Just like Deissinger concludes, our results also confirm that 
“meritocracy in its functionally independent form is articulated 
in such a way that it elevates the formal over the substantive, i.e.: 
It is not a matter of the usability of the content of the qualifi-
cation process, but rather that of its formalised result. In other 
words, it is not about the usability of the content of the qualifi-
cation process, but rather about that of its formalised outcome” 
(Deißinger, 2019, p. 55, translated from German).

The findings are consistent with Sandel’s (2020) remarks in his 
book on meritocracy in the United States. Additionally, they are 
related to the distinction between “Fachmensch” (professionally 
trained person) and “Kulturmensch” (culturally educated per-
son) made by Weber (1921), for example. The “Kulturmensch” is 
more compatible with the hierarchising meritocratic logic than 
the “Fachmensch”, which follows the principle of qualification 
and thus differentiates primarily horizontally. Together with the 
culturally conditioned separation of mental and physical work 
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(Dewey, 1993), which classifies cognitive work as of higher value, 
the growing enforcement of the meritocratic principle, which 
marginalises VET, can thus be explained (Braun, 2022).

The mentioned educational expansion, and also other facets 
analysed, cannot only be attributed to the meritocratic princi-
ple. It is also a consequence of political efforts to increase gradu-
ation rates to meet the projected needs of the labour market and 
other factors (Braun, 2022; Lutz, 1979). The present study has 
tried to take a one-sided meritocratic perspective and to exclude 
other influences in order to make the specific characteristics of 
this principle visible. (Braun, 2022).

CONCLUSIONS

It can be concluded that in meritocratic societies, VET at upper 
secondary school level is ideal-typically mar ginalised. This is 
because VET is perceived as inferior to general or academic 
education – in meritocratic educational hierarchies, VET ranks 
below general or academic education and does not offer equal 
social status and opportunities in the labour market. However, 
as long as large parts of the population have a vocational qual-
ification as their highest qualification, VET has an important 
role and a relatively high status. In order to safeguard the legiti-
macy of the meritocratic principle of “Leistung”, the promotion 
of equal opportunities has come to the fore over time. One of 
its effects is to open up “higher” education to more and more 
adolescents. The more adolescents have the option of taking 
“higher” degrees, the fewer opt for VET. This leads to a negative 
selection into VET, which further reduces its status and attrac-
tiveness. The educational policy attempt to make VET more 
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attractive by making it compatible with the general or academic 
education system ensures that its content is adapted. This robs 
VET of its qualificational strength and degrades it to a transit 
station to “higher” education, in which the acquired vocational 
competences have little, if any, significance.

The ideal-typical extreme form shown does not occur in 
reality in this way. Other influences and principles are at work 
here that are not “meritocratic,” such as the German concept of 
“Beruf ”. However, the more a society tends toward meritocracy, 
the more a devaluation of VET is foreseeable.

In view of the existing surplus of graduates and shortage of 
skilled workers, it is time to strengthen the quality and qualifi-
cation profile of VET courses. In terms of labour market policy, 
there is a need for better framework conditions for apprentice-
ships, especially for professions in the care and social sectors. 
Last but not least, the generally high drop-out rates interna-
tionally can be interpreted as an indication that studying is not 
the right path for everyone. - It is to be hoped that society will 
come to the conclusion that a degree course is not the better, 
“higher” path compared to VET, but rather a different one that, 
completely value-free, suits some better, but not others.
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ABSTRACT:

of the consequences of the pandemic. A recent systematic review 
revealed certain factors that play a significant role in cultivating 
an inclusive learning environment in the workplace: the increas-
ing use of online education, exploitation of different learning 
methods, the role of leadership, and the need to increase diver-
sity – improve inclusion practices in the workplace. The purpose 
of this study was to build on the data of the previous review 
and further examine the issue of inclusion in workplace learn-
ing, considering all new developments in the field. The research 
followed a twofold direction: on the one hand, texts, recom-
mendations, and directives from official institutions at the Euro-
pean and international levels were crosschecked concerning 
the abovementioned factors that affect inclusion in workplace 
learning. Simultaneously, data from interviews shed some more 
light on specific issues, such as the emphasis given to the exten-
sive use of distance learning over improving diversity practices 
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in the workplace. The research concludes with concerns regard-
ing the extent to which policies designed are finally successfully 
implemented in the field.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Undoubtedly, the pandemic of Covid-19 brought consider-
able changes in every form of human activity and led to new 
developments in the field of work and education. The sudden 
and abrupt closure of workplace activities and education/train-
ing arenas of any type and level soon gave way to new forms 
of communication and interaction. Working from home and 
distance education have intensified to such an extent that the 
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pre-pandemic situation is now a distant past for most. In this 
newly formed framework of workplaces’ operation, the meaning 
of distance learning acquires particular importance if it comes 
to the inclusion factor. How have the recent changes affected 
the learning development of employees, who were used to start-
ing from a disadvantaged position, even before the pandemic? 
What measures were taken for workers with lower skills, people 
with language difficulties, older people less familiar with digi-
tal tools, and people with no access to the internet or suitable 
equipment when remote working?

A recent study (Pavlakis, 2022) specifically addressed the issue 
of inclusion in workplace learning and focused on research work 
conducted from the beginning and during the pandemic. The 
main results of this study highlighted the need to discuss fur-
ther the importance of inclusion in workplace learning and the 
influencing potential of certain factors. In particular, essential 
concerns were expressed: 

a) To what extent has the increasing use of distance and 
online education/training made learning easier or created 
more barriers for low-skilled employees?

b) What is the value of using different learning methods?
c) To what extent were diversity practices re-designed to 

ensure that workers have access / more possibilities to 
engage in learning activities without constraints?

d) How supportive is the role of leadership in organizations 
concerning the above? 

A first point is vital before proceeding: the concept of workplace 
learning is a particular issue that may go beyond the boundar-
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ies of more formal or standardized processes, as offered by var-
ious relevant training providers. Within the framework of this 
study, the approach taken to the concept of workplace learning 
is very close to the view that ‘learning can refer to skill acqui-
sition, personal transformation, collective empowerment, or a 
host of other phenomena [and] workplace can be an organiza-
tion, a website, a kitchen table, even a car’ (Fenwick, 2008, pp. 
18-19). From the above, it becomes clear that workplace learn-
ing happens everywhere, within an organizational context and 
scope, and can take different forms and types.

By making this assumption, this study does not focus as much 
on the different forms that workplace learning can take, includ-
ing apprenticeships, on-the-job training, structured training, 
and opportunities offered by external providers, but also on 
other non-formal or more informal types of learning, including 
coaching, mentoring, job shadowing (OECD, 2010). Instead, 
the purpose of the text below is to contribute to the discussion 
of whether the intense rhythm of the digitization of learning, 
together with changes in the workplace, such as remote work, 
creates space for dialogue on the need to form a new pedagogy 
in the workplace. This workplace pedagogy will consider the 
significant changes that have taken place in the field, the con-
sequences of the increasing use of distance learning, and the 
implications for employees who find themselves from different 
starting points. The primary tool to achieve this research goal 
will be examining possible gaps between policymakers and those 
working in the field. 
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2. 2 EMERGENCIES AND CHALLENGES  
IN WORKPLACE LEARNING

The current situation during the post-pandemic period brings 
to the fore new data and a series of issues that need to be dis-
cussed. The emergence of distance education and training has 
been considered a significant opportunity to make a much more 
considerable amount of knowledge accessible to more people in 
a much faster way.; however, it is still being questioned whether 
this expectation can be achieved without collateral damage. 

2.1 INDICATIONS OF A NEW PARADIGM SHIFT?

Thomas Kuhn's (1962) work on scientific revolutions and the 
reference to the term paradigm shift brought real innovation to 
how we understood the development of the sciences until then. 
In the last decades, the entry of Technologies into the sciences of 
Education created the conditions to open the dialogue of a new 
scientific revolution. This dialogue is re-considered in the last 
years of the COVID-19 pandemic, bringing the paradigm shift 
back to the fore. Two reasons have contributed to this direction: 
a) the intensification of the use of digital learning and its inte-
gration, now as a permanent practice, in many different forms 
and training actions that are designed and implemented in the 
context of organizational needs, and b) the increase of remote 
work in many job positions of various sectors and industries.

The popularity of digital learning in work environments has 
been around for a while. During the last years, and much ear-
lier the appearance of the pandemic, organizations, universities, 
and educational / training institutions have made great use of 
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digital learning on various types and occasions. The beginning 
of the first decade of the 21st century has created the condition 
for online and digital learning to become an integral part of 
educational design (Desai, Hart & Richards, 2008). Noticeable 
shifts from traditional roles of teacher/trainer, such as knowl-
edge transmitter, to roles, such as learning facilitator, coach, and 
co-learner, were recorded during the following years (Anderson, 
2010), while relevant reports in all areas of education are con-
stantly increasing, especially during the post-pandemic period. 
References, such as in the field of Higher Education and the 
way university teachers perceive their role and their interaction 
with students in the current distance and digitalized environ-
ment (Antera & Pavlakis, 2021) or in Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET), where e-learning seems to be 
a promising alternative pedagogy (Pangeni & Karki, 2021) are 
merely indicative of an ever-increasing tendency by field theo-
rists to interpret changes and developments in education as a 
potential paradigm shift.

Without a doubt, the degree to which one could argue that 
we are facing a paradigm shift in workplace learning is question-
able; however, there are indications of these kinds of anoma-
lies Kuhn (1962) recognized. New challenges are offered as an 
opportunity to reflect on current practices, considering lim-
itations and prospects. Changes in the workplace need to be 
accompanied by changes in how learning is generally perceived, 
particularly for disadvantaged or low-skilled employees.  
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2.2 OR THE EMERGENCE OF A NEW WORKPLACE 

 PEDAGOGY?

In any case, regardless of the impact of the effects of the pan-
demic, such as the promotion of work from home and the inten-
sification of the digitization of learning, this process was not 
without pain. Limited access to quality education, the need for 
technology adaptation, social inequalities, and high dropout 
were just some consequences of a so-called forceful paradigm 
shift from face-to-face to online-distance education (Kunwar, 
Shrestha, & Phuyal, 2022). The importance, therefore, of an 
inclusive learning environment in the workplace is a challenge 
VET and learning professionals in organizations need to address 
(Pavlakis, 2022), especially when the inherent obstacles in the 
creation of the pedagogical culture in the technology era have 
been already noted down (Desai, Hart & Richards, 2008), many 
years before this sudden and forceful situation.

Before delving deeper into the issue of inclusion in work-
place learning, it is worth looking more systematically at the 
boundaries and areas of interest in workplace learning. Gener-
ally, workplace learning is part of the broader discussion within 
the field of Vocational Education and Training. However, for 
many, it stands alone, if not completely autonomous, at least 
sufficiently distinct. Brandi & Iannone (2021), in their intensive 
literature review, find significant correlations between work-
place learning and the industry of Human Resources (HR) 
executives/experts, some of which are regarded as VET profes-
sionals: skills development, incentives and the design of work 
are three elements which find common ground among work-
place learning and HR.
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Almost two decades earlier, Illeris (2003) underlined that 
learning is a process that leads to permanent capacity change 
when it concerns interaction processes between the person and 
the environment that include an integration of the following 
dimensions: cognitive, emotional, and social-societal. The last 
dimension was particularly emphasized later in the work of Bil-
lett & Choy (2013), who: 

underscored that theories of learning in the workplace need 
to include socio-cultural and material variables to construe 
coherence, as the location of learning extends beyond our clas-
sifications of off- or on-the-job, as wider contextual factors 
come into coaction Brandi & Iannone (Brandi & Iannone, 
2021, p. 318).

From the above, we can conclude that learning in the workplace 
is essential to ensure the existence and interaction of different 
dimensions, with the emotional and social ones being signifi-
cant. At the same time, the issue of cohesion also emerges as a 
determining factor. Things get more complicated if we add to 
this discussion the various aspects that learning in the workplace 
can take: situated, informal and incidental, with the last one to 
include learning from experience, non-routine actions, creativ-
ity stimulations, and critical reflection upon actions (Watkins 
& Marsick, 1992). Experienced colleagues are considered signifi-
cant others and take over different roles as supervisors, mentors, 
coaches, or educators, contributing to the learning and develop-
ment of employees in the same organizational context (Ceelen, 
Khaled, Nieuwenhuis, & de Bruijn, 2021).
Considering the initial discussion regarding the emergency and 
the quite forceful imposed way of distance and digital learn-
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ing during the pandemic, maybe it is time to re-consider a new 
workplace pedagogy, the foundations of which do not need to 
be re-invented, rather inspired by the theoretical framework of 
Adult Education and the principles adult learning:

A workplace pedagogy is founded in [these] participatory 
practices and needs to account for how workplaces invite 
access to activities and guidance and how individuals elect to 
participate in what the workplace affords (Billet, 2002, p. 27).

There seems to be an expectation that all stakeholders of work-
place learning (organizations, HR / VET professionals, and 
employees, as learners) will adapt to the new situation that the 
pandemic, as an accelerator, has brought. While the degree of 
readiness of all the above is still under discussion, the main ques-
tion, which is also the research question of this study, remains: 
to which extent does the intentionally increasing use of distance 
and digital learning contribute to inclusive learning in the work-
place or unfortunately reinforce exclusion, especially among the 
more disadvantaged? 

3. METHODOLOGY

Inspired by the abovementioned question, the research fol-
lowed a qualitative approach a) by examining secondary data 
and b) by interviewing experts in the field to crosscheck data and 
make relevant correlations and conclusions. This paper is the fol-
low-up of previous research (Pavlakis, 2022), which was based 
on a systematic review of articles published in scientific journals 
between the beginning of 2020 and the end of 2021, to include 
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the first reactions from the COVID-19 pandemic impact. The 
study examined how institutions, enterprises, HR professionals, 
and VET trainers responded to the new challenges and how they 
supported workers less likely to be involved in learning activi-
ties. Major themes identified in this study formed the basis of 
the current research: the increasing use of online education, the 
exploitation of different learning methods in the workplace, the 
support and reinforcement of the learning role of leadership, 
and the increase of diversity practices in the workplace.

Having addressed these main issues based on scholarly arti-
cles, current research goes a step further and aspires to scrutinize 
policymakers’ responses to deeper examine the degree to which 
theory meets practice. Initially, secondary data were collected 
through the sites of two major organizations related to work-
place and learning: the International Labor Organization (ILO) 
and the European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
Training (Cedefop). ILO was selected because of its interna-
tional character and ability to collect data worldwide and for-
mulate policies globally. At the same time, Cedefop is the lead-
ing organization at the European level in terms of vocational 
education and training policies. A thorough search of texts, 
brief policies, recommendations, and reports from both ILO 
and Cedefop published during two years, from the beginning 
of the pandemic till the end of April 2022, was conducted and 
resulted in 19 papers in English, 11 of which from Cedefop and 
eight more from ILO, in all of which there was a reference to at 
least one of the factors, as previously discussed, that influence 
inclusion in workplace learning (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Overview of selected papers from Cedefop & ILO

Title Type Year Organization

1 Vocational education and 
 training as a life jacket

Briefing 
note

2022 Cedefop

2 Championing the skills 
 revolution

Briefing 
note

2022 Cedefop

3 Shifting our perspective  
on learning

Briefing 
note

2022 Cedefop

4 Trends, transitions,  
and transformation

Briefing 
note

2021 Cedefop

5 Adapting business practices to 
new realities in the middle of 
a crisis: first findings from the 
COVID-19 European company 
survey

Working 
paper

2021 Cedefop

6 Apprenticeship governance 
and in-company training: where 
 labor market and education 
meet: Cedefop community of 
apprenticeship experts: short 
papers

Working 
paper

2021 Cedefop

7 Digital transitions in lifelong 
guidance: rethinking careers 
practitioner professionalism:  
a CareersNet expert collection

Working 
paper

2021 Cedefop

8 How are European countries 
managing apprenticeships to 
respond to the COVID-19 crisis?

Synthesis 
report

2020 Cedefop

9 Online working and learning 
 in the coronavirus era

Briefing 
note

2020 Cedefop

10 Empowering people to cope 
with change

Briefing 
note

2020 Cedefop

11 A digital gap during COVID-19 
for VET learners at risk in   
 Europe. 

Synthesis 
report

2020 Cedefop

12 World Employment and Social 
Outlook. Trends 2022

Flagship 
Report

2022 ILO
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13 How to strengthen informal 
 apprenticeship systems for a 
better future of work?: Les-
sons learned from comparative 
 analysis of country cases

Working 
Paper

2022 ILO

14 Understanding patterns of 
 structural discrimination of 
 migrant and other workers in 
some countries of South and 
West Asia

Report 2022 ILO

15 Shaping skills and lifelong learn-
ing for the future of work

Confer-
ence paper

2021 ILO

16 World Employment and Social 
Outlook. The role of digital 
 labour platforms in transforming 
the world of work

Flagship 
Report

2021 ILO

176 Skills development in the time 
of COVID-19: Taking stock of 
the initial responses in technical 
and vocational education and 
training

Report 2021 ILO 
(& World 
Bank)

18 Distance and Online Learning 
During the Time of COVID-19

Policy  
brief

2020 ILO

19 COVID-19, jobs and the future of 
work in the LDCs: A (dishearten-
ing) preliminary account

Working 
Paper

2020 ILO

Additional to the secondary data collection, interviews with 
experts in the field were designed to shed some more light 
on specific issues, including the emphasis given to the exten-
sive use of distance learning, as presented already in the litera-
ture review, over certain practices which could create a more 
inclusive learning environment in the workplace, such improv-
ing diversity practices in organizations. An expert panel was 
formed to explore similar issues in-depth. People taking part 
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in the interviewing process were invited to reflect on their indi-
vidual experiences and present their views. The expert panel 
method is an interview-based research that involves individuals 
with well-recognized expertise in a specific field and is used as 
a valuable additional research tool in qualitative research (e.g., 
Galliers & Huang, 2012; Lewthwaite & Nind, 2016). 

The panel consisted of seven people from various positions/
roles within the VET system, who were interviewed in April 
2022. All the participants had many years of experience in their 
field of expertise, deep knowledge, and understanding of VET 
and workplace environments (see Table 2). There is no claim 
regarding the generalizability of preliminary findings in terms 
of a comprehensive view of issues under examination. However, 
the data collected are expected to provide valuable insights for 
future research studies. 
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Table 2: Expert participants

Job title / Role Expertise in Organization/ 
Sector

1 Researcher Research on VET European Agency

2 University Professor Adult education, VET University

3 Executive Director Adult education, 
workplace learning

Enterprises Insti-
tute of a National 
 Confederation of 
Professionals

4 Project Manager VET EU projects 
coordination

Private sector

5 Learning & Develop-
ment Manager 

Workplace  
learning, HR

Third Sector

6 VET trainer VET, Electronics Freelancer

7 HR Business Partner HR, workplace 
learning

Multinational 
 Corporation 

Ethical issues were considered, such as respect for privacy and 
confidentiality, since the people who were interviewed are 
considered to be, at least to a certain extent, public figures in 
their field of expertise and activity. All data initially stored in a 
secured digital place was destroyed at the end of the research. In 
addition, there was a concern regarding possible language issues 
originating from translation interpretations, and all participants 
were asked to respond in English. All data was anonymized.
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4. RESULTS

In this section, the main findings from the secondary data collec-
tion and analysis will be presented together with the responses 
of the experts who agreed to take part in the interview. Find-
ings were categorized and presented in different thematic axes, 
which interrelate with the main themes that emerged in the 
study, which sparked interest in examining more in-depth the 
prerequisites for inclusive workplace learning (Pavlakis, 2022). 

4.1 WHO WAS MAINLY AFFECTED AND THE USE  

OF ONLINE-DIGITAL LEARNING

Immediately after the beginning of the pandemic and the sub-
sequent restrictions in the workplace, learning was not at the 
heart of the core activities organizations and institutions were 
carrying out. According to an ILO & World Bank (2021) survey 
in 126 countries, an overwhelming majority (up to 98% of those 
who responded) reported a disruption of work-based learning 
due to the closure of enterprises. As expected, the growing use 
of digital learning was the issue that emerged as an immediate 
response by organizations of any size and at every level to address 
the effects of the pandemic, according to the research of reports, 
working papers, and briefing notes both of Cedefop and ILO. 

Among others, Technical VET (TVET) systems and struc-
tures faced an additional challenge since they had to deal both 
with the necessity to remain operational and the need to find 
solutions for practical training, which could not be supported 
through digital platforms, leading finally to a 30% of TVET 
institutions ceasing operations entirely, according to an ILO 
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report (2021a). Thus, the main aim highlighted in many reports 
presented in this study was the balanced development of labor 
market needs and relevant skills. As another Cedefop report 
points out, it is essential 'to keep pace with the digitalization of 
the European economy, VET is incorporating a range of digital 
skills, responding both to occupation-specific and transversal 
skill needs' (Cedefop, 2022a, p. 1).

Hence, it is no surprise that all 19 texts included in this study 
mentioned the need for organizations and VET systems to use 
digital platforms, promoting distance education and training. 
This emergent response during the first phase of the pandemic 
was a necessity, especially for the least developed countries, 
according to an ILO report, which stressed the need for a 'shift 
to online learning and exceptional measures to minimize dis-
ruptions to technical and vocational education and training and 
work-based learning' (Parisotto & Elsheikhi, 2020, p. 20). The 
experts' opinions converge on the above and confirm the imme-
diate reaction of organizations and bodies to the continuation 
of the learning activities. Indicative responses include the fol-
lowing: 

Online education became more of a need than a choice 
 (University Professor)

Our organization provided already online learning; however, 
we noticed the need for more online learning at different levels 
(Learning & Development Manager)

We invested in the design of a new e-learning platform  
(HR Business Partner)
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[We responded] by increasing the systematic use of digital train-
ing through specific applications of online communication [and] 
we created a co-working space, and consequently, we had the 
opportunity to advance the level of our synergy and cooperation as 
well as the overall effectiveness of our work (Executive  Director)

However, even in more developed countries with longer tra-
ditions of VET and workplace learning, childhood diseases 
did appear almost everywhere. Among the main problems 
revealed during the phase of emergent response were recorded 
the absence of access to the internet and relevant equipment 
for distance learning, the lack of digital skills by employees, the 
poor experience in creating digital teaching content, especially 
for teaching practical components (Cedefop, 2020b). In addi-
tion, the researcher, a member of the group of experts in this 
study, confirmed these challenges and stated:

Research conducted in my organization showed that in several 
cases, learners have insufficient digital skills and insufficient 
access to equipment to participate in online education; there-
fore, they are left behind in the education process. Opportunities 
to improve their digital skills and better access to equipment are 
seen as prerequisites to the increasing use of online education in 
sight of creating inclusive learning environment (Researcher)

PPeople affected by the consequences of the sudden and forced 
transition to remote work and distance / digitalized learning 
belong to various groups, as confirmed by experts who were 
interviewed. For instance, it seems that 'the ones affected the most 
were middle-aged employees that have been left back on digital 
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skills acquisition’, as the VET trainer suggested, who continues, 
pointing out the social-emotional dimension of this impact:

The inclusion in the work setting was put to the test since a sig-
nificant number of employees and managers needed to work 
remotely. Some of them lacked digital hard and soft skills to keep 
up with this transformation; thus, they felt stressed and excluded. 
This also led to psychological consequences such as loneliness, 
depression, and burnout!  (VET Trainer)

The view expressed above agrees with what other people from 
the experts’ panel also claimed they experienced during the 
beginning of the pandemic. In particular, those who were 
affected most were:

... older learners mainly and people living in rural areas where 
the internet is not always available. Additionally, trainees and 
new employees were mostly affected by this situation 
(Project Manager)

Low skills levels come as a response also for the Learning and 
Development Manager, who points out that ‘low skilled and 
low educated were affected mainly and they were out of work 
or found it hard to adjust’. As she claims, the consequences were 
evident for both trainees and trainers since the whole learning 
experience acquired different characteristics:

Covid and the digital transformation that this situation acceler-
ated was a condition that further developed the gap between peo-
ple with privileges and those who do not have them. One import-
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ant consequence of this situation is that not being present 100% 
is now the norm for all digital bursts of content, live or asynchro-
nous. Learning is scattered and disrupted by multiple engage-
ments, and being present is now the most powerful and valuable 
asset in business and work. Generally, being engaged in a learn-
ing/development activity is more challenging, and professionals 
are usually tired if not burnt out  (Learning & Development 
Manager)

Other responses focus on the way for parents to keep the work-
life balance: ‘Parents did struggle a lot especially when they had no 
opportunity for support or help, and they had to respond as profes-
sionals/learners and parents at the same in the same place' (Uni-
versity Professor), while in general, as the Researcher stresses, 
the consequences of the transition mentioned above was a 
complexity vulnerable groups of people had to overcome, even 
before the appearance of Covid-19:

Learners at risk and vulnerable groups (e.g., refugees) - the social 
and digital gap that existed before the pandemic for such groups 
of learners became even more prominent during and after the 
pandemic because often such groups have no access to adequate 
equipment, plus insufficient digital skills. Therefore, the learning 
process was interrupted for them. Also, apprenticeship placements 
were cut, having an impact on learners' motivation to stay in 
VET  (Researcher)

4.2 THE EXPLOITATION OF LEARNING METHODS 

It is a fact that much of the responsibility for restoring the 
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learning process in the workplace fell on the shoulders of HR 
experts, educational instructors and designers, trainers, men-
tors, coaches, and learning consultants, who found themselves 
in unprecedented circumstances. The greatest challenge identi-
fied in several texts analyzed in the present study is the need for 
trainers to develop digital skills. As is underlined, technology 
and new business models reshaped jobs and skill needs, thus 
contributing to the transformation of ‘the way we work and 
learn’ (Cedefop, 2021, p. 4). Moreover, since COVID-19 accel-
erated the digital transformation of economies and societies, the 
importance of digital skills not only for workers as learners but 
also for trainers was highlighted, an ILO report notes:

Investing in skills and reshaping education and training –includ-
ing investing in the capacity of teachers and trainers by leverag-
ing digital technologies and innovative methods while support-
ing the rights and improved working conditions of teachers and 
trainers – are seen as critical elements of recovery measures across 
the world (ILO, 2021a, p. 12).

Indeed, the landscape has been redefined, and workplace train-
ers are not an exemption. As the most recent Cedefop briefing 
note declares, ‘teaching methods and practices have radically 
changed in the past 2 years, requiring teachers and trainers to 
update and upgrade their digital skills’ (Cedefop, 2022a, p. 4). 
Within this new framework, there is a need for all people engag-
ing in the design and implementation of learning activities in 
the workplace to adopt a mixed learning methodology that uses 
new trends in technologies and, thus, offers more holistic learn-
ing solutions. According to another Cedefop (2022c) report, 
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although training courses/seminars remain a dominant mode 
in workplace learning, learning from colleagues and learning by 
doing (trial and error) are methods that gradually gain people's 
interest in charge in organizations. 

In summary, recent changes imposed by the pandemic's con-
sequences created opportunities for workplace trainers and 
learning designers to reconsider their work. This opportunity 
framework can now be interpreted as a:

Capacity development for teaching and learning on the use of 
blended learning involves a combination of face-to-face and 
remote training, online and offline instruction, and also high-
tech, low-tech, and no-tech solutions, depending on the local and 
national contexts and the changing skills needs of industries and 
enterprises. In addition, peer-to-peer learning both for teachers 
and for students can be encouraged with a view to learning from 
previous challenges, exchanging good practices for teaching and 
learning, and providing mutual support  (ILO & World Bank, 
2021, p. 49).

The VET trainer seems to reflect on the first period of the pan-
demic, and although he does not forget the initial reaction and 
the need to adjust to the situation, he then shares some bites of 
optimism when referring to actions taken from his perspective:

As the main problems were out of our control, we just adapted 
the learning practice to the realities of the participants... but this 
affected, in many cases, the interactivity and compromised the 
educational relation 
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[and then]

... more projects, more participation, more activities for different 
disadvantaged groups, a more inclusive network with new meth-
ods and techniques, new protocols to widen opportunities, peer 
tutoring, and necessary (VET Trainer)

Moreover, there is always the social dimension of learning, as 
Illeris (2003) argues, which should be remembered, and in this 
case, it seems that needs to be added. To what extent the access 
to online learning is a panacea? A Cedefop synthesis report on 
seven European countries reveals: 

The current crisis has shown that there is no digital inclusion 
without social inclusion. Marginalized and vulnerable learn-
ers are less likely to be involved in distance learning procedures; 
disconnecting for extended periods may lead them to drop out of 
their VET program (Cedefop, 2020b).

There is no doubt that the necessity for a new workplace peda-
gogy is in front of us. This pedagogy seems to make use of the 
basics in the education and training of adults: the ’use of differ-
ent learning methods, including face-to-face sessions combined 
with learning by doing and experimental learning, or taking the 
role of mentor and mentee in a tailored-learning program’ (Proj-
ect Manager) or more simply, as another expert suggests:

Engaging [learners] in a range of activities including online, syn-
chronous, and asynchronous learning, combined with in-person 
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activities [...] Select a wide range of possible learning experiences 
and give a choice to the learner to find what is appropriate for 
him/her (Learning & Development) 

4.3 THE ROLE OF LEADERSHIP

As already mentioned, the support and continuous encour-
agement of the leadership for the engagement -without exclu-
sions- of employees in learning activities and their continuous 
support was a demand during the pandemic. In any case, the 
role of leadership -in terms of management hierarchy includ-
ing supervisors, immediate managers, directors, but also HR 
and learning & development executives, who make decisions 
regarding the training strategy of the organizations- does not 
seem to get the attention, at least in the selected Cedefop and 
ILO reports and policy papers, someone would expect. What 
is generally accepted is that the focus of organizations, mainly 
during the first phase of the pandemic, was the force to adapt as 
soon as possible to a new normality, which included at a remark-
able degree -if not exclusively- coordinated efforts and a shift to 
online learning. 

During this shift, it seemed necessary for organizations to 
take into consideration the management of 'digital gaps between 
learners from different socioeconomic backgrounds' and take 
relevant actions, a Cedefop report says (2021, p. 3). Findings 
from another Cedefop survey of 1.200 organizations across 
Europe reveal a change of focus of corporate training strat-
egy even from 2020, with 45% of the respondents reporting 
increased concern on supporting individual employees, while 
one in three companies show interest and shifted their atten-
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tion to boost training participation overall (Van Loo, Eiffe, & 
Van Houten, 2021).

In another case, leadership support can be translated into a 
series of incentives for employees to engage in learning activities, 
some of which presuppose a consensus between State(s), Labour 
Unions, and organizations. As a Cedefop briefing note states: 

There are many financing and cost-sharing schemes targeted at 
individuals and companies, regulated by national or regional 
legislation, through collective agreements, or at the local or com-
pany level. These include training funds based on company levies, 
tax incentives, grants, vouchers, individual learning accounts, 
saving schemes, loans, training leave, and payback clauses 
 (Cedefop, 2020a, p. 2).

However, engaging and supporting learners during the pan-
demic and the sudden transition to distance learning was not 
easy for many organizations, another global report says. Find-
ings indicate a lack of motivation of managers, who had to deal 
with a heavier workload of trainers who, in turn, needed to 
adopt a new methodology together with increased difficulties 
of low digitally skilled employees (ILO & World Bank, 2021). In 
any case, general recommendations are suggested for the direc-
tion of 'the improvement of human resource management prac-
tices and greater investment in people' (ILO, 2021a, p. 66) and 
the continuous professional development of trainers and man-
agers to enable learners to thrive (ibid, p. 73).

Participants of the expert panel have a few to say regarding 
the role of leadership in creating an inclusive learning environ-
ment in the workplace. For some of them, there is the belief that 
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interaction and social bonds, crucial elements of learning, were 
affected to a great extent and leadership's role was limited: 

Many trainees were put aside or even dismissed from their posi-
tions, whereas new employees never had the chance to meet their 
new colleagues and build a team spirit […] (Project Manager)

For others, the leadership simply followed the needs of the 
time and tried to face the challenges arising from the pandemic, 
adapting the new data to the existing training/learning & devel-
opment strategy of their organization while simultaneously 
keeping working with managerial issues. For instance:

There was a necessity to overcome fast a lack of digital skills 
among the employees. New ways of communication had to be 
adopted, such as new ways of conducting meetings, dealing with 
colleagues, etc.- Managers had to confront the absence of socializ-
ing as it used to be and the lost sense of belonging in a team., thus 
had to develop new ways of running their teams and still create 
an inclusive (HR Business Partner).

Finally, there were also cases of organizations that immediately 
tried to respond to the challenges and effectively manage the sit-
uation by making the most of all available resources and research 
data. Indicatively:

Leadership assigns trainers to train new employees, monitor their 
progress, and suggest improvements in their work. We increase 
diversity through the international partnerships we create in the 
projects we work on (Learning & Development Manager)
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[or]

Our organization tried to remain active during the quarantine 
period; thus, we significantly increased the online education provi-
sion through the organization of many educational workshops and 
seminars for our target groups. We researched and learned to use 
several online tools for the organization of interactive workshops 
(VET Trainer)

4.4 MEASURES/POLICIES TAKEN TO INCREASE 

 INCLUSION IN WORKPLACE LEARNING

Similarly, with the previous item under examination, the role 
of leadership in creating an inclusive workplace learning envi-
ronment, the review and analysis of texts chosen in this study 
brought back few data regarding the degree to which organi-
zations recognize the need to invest in increasing diversity and 
improving inclusion practices in the workplace. Indeed, con-
necting an equal opportunity for every worker to access skills 
and learning to sustainable development was also one of the 
main concerns expressed at the recent International Labour 
Conference. The issue of barriers to equal access was clearly 
described:

[they] may arise from a lack of suitable educational frameworks 
or financial provisions; stereotypes and discrimination; or neg-
ative context factors (socioeconomic backgrounds, employment 
status, or regional differences, among others). People living and 
working in rural and remote areas and the informal economy 
often face multiple barriers. Physical barriers include a lack of 
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learning infrastructure (remoteness from training centers, no 
appropriate buildings, no female restrooms, for example), lim-
ited accessibility for people with disabilities, or long and unsafe 
journeys to training institutions (especially for girls or women). 
Non-physical barriers include social discrimination (religion, 
gender, age, disability, among others); language barriers (eth-
nic minorities); inflexible schedules (which place people with care 
responsibilities at a disadvantage); cultural stereotypes leading 
to stereotypical choices of trades in TVET; non-inclusive learn-
ing environments (lack of female trainers/instructors or train-
ing materials); or barriers of a legal nature (refugees, migrants 
among others)  ILO (2021a).

However, most reports and policy papers examined in this 
study swear by the name of online, distance and digital learn-
ing, as an antidote to the consequences of the pandemic more 
than a way of dealing with inclusion on the spot. For example, 
investing in developing high-tech and low-tech distance learn-
ing platforms is an indication to ensure access by all learners, 
according to a recent ILO & World Bank (2021) report. Being 
included as a learner in the workplace presupposes access to dig-
ital infrastructure and connectivity and getting support in terms 
of social adaptation to the dynamic technological challenges 
(ILO, 2021a). This, in turn, has benefits for the organizations as 
well, since ‘the organizational performance of many companies 
has improved through innovations facilitated by open source 
platforms, as well as through access to a global pool of workers 
with diverse skills via digital labor platforms’, an ILO Flagship 
Report claims (ILO, 2021b). 

On the contrary, one year later, another ILO Flagship Report 
pointed out the immediate need for organizations to pay atten-
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tion to disadvantageous groups and provide incentives to accu-
mulate human capital, focusing on training – reskilling, and 
upskilling. This process, the Report continues, is expected to 
be critical throughout the crisis and recovery while at the same 
time recognizing that:

The closing of schools, colleges, and skills training institutions 
for prolonged periods in many countries has weakened learn-
ing outcomes, and this will have cascading long-term implica-
tions for the employment and further education and training of 
young people, especially those who have had limited or no access to 
online learning opportunities (ILO, 2022, p. 3).

Let us take the discussion to the level of the opinions expressed 
by the experts. It is evident that facing the consequences of the 
sudden digital transformation and the impact of the pandemic 
in workplaces was an issue of disagreement among the experts 
who consisted of the panel group. For some of them, organiza-
tions found themselves in a difficult position to adjust as soon 
as possible in a new situation, with no previous experience deal-
ing with such emergencies. Increasing inclusion in workplace 
learning was a luxury for many. The researcher's response left no 
room for misinterpretation: 'Nothing [happened] apart from 
distance learning’. As another expert from the panel described 
it in more words: 

The truth is that not much happened. Initially, all focus was on 
planning and organizing the remote working scheme. Right after 
that period of the first few months, all work needed to be done 
effectively, almost as before, without putting an adequate sum 
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of effort to evolve into an inclusive learning environment in the  
(Project Manager)

On the contrary, those voices defend the strategies of immedi-
ate decisions to deal with the crisis. According to an executive of 
a multinational organization, decisions in larger organizations 
sometimes are taken immediately in the name of the need to 
respond to the pressure and without wasting much time: new 
equipment, fast track trainings for digital skills, and coaching 
sessions to management on how to deal with their teams under 
challenging circumstances were some of the actions taken (HR 
Business Partner). The same optimism and a greater degree of 
confidence regarding the measures taken to face the impact of 
the pandemic and the digital transformation successfully are 
also expressed below:

The main initiatives aiming to the continuation of the plans for 
in-company training were (a) the organization of digital courses 
through synchronous learning applications (mainly Zoom, Skype, 
and Webex), (b) the development of an e-learning platform of 
our organization and (b) the development of digital skills of the 
staff targeting to the effective use of the new digital infrastructures  
(Executive Director)

We created a guide that targets trainers working with people who 
need support, including people with disabilities, to be more pro-
ductive, creative, and autonomous. We also aspire to increase 
workplace diversity and reduce biases around disabilities by 
training managers to include people with disabilities in their  
(Learning & Development Manager)
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5. CONCLUSIONS

There is no doubt that the number of participants in the 
empirical research is quite limited and only indicative of the dif-
ferent kinds of stakeholder positions/fields each one represents. 
Hence, the claims of the people interviewed are not offered as 
wide-sweeping statements about what is needed to support inclu-
sion in workplace learning and are not offered for broad general-
izations. However, data collected through the expert panel and 
findings from ILO and Cedefop texts provide valuable insights 
that could be used or compared with other research work. With 
regards to the interview participants, not surprisingly, a pretty 
strong differentiation in their views is recorded. As expected, 
different angles of a pretty complex issue, that is, creating an 
inclusive workplace learning environment, were presented by all 
seven experts and, together with data collected through ILO and 
Cedefop reports and policy briefs, were expected to shed some 
light and contribute to a broader discussion. 

First, it seems there is no common ground in dealing with 
inclusion in workplace learning. Depending on each organiza-
tion's background, point of reference, or field of interest, the con-
cept of inclusion may take on different characteristics. However, 
in almost all cases, data collected within this study reveal a ten-
dency of policy-making organizations and people in the field to 
attribute characteristics of panacea to the increasing use of digital 
and distance learning in the workplace.

It seems that most organizations and employees needed more 
time to be ready for the sudden and forceful pressure of using 
digital learning. In many cases, organizations lagged behind in 
infrastructure and related processes, while employees needed to 
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develop new skills to cope with new challenges. Therefore, as men-
tioned earlier, the importance of a new pedagogy in the workplace 
is crucial in successfully addressing the challenges that have arisen 
in recent years in a holistic, learning-wise way. Within this frame-
work, digitalization of learning should be more than welcomed, 
though dealt with concern and care regarding the opportunities 
and the barriers it creates, especially for vulnerable groups of peo-
ple, including immigrants, less privileged, older people, low digital 
skilled, parents, who have experienced already the consequences 
of the pandemic and the sudden, forced digital transition. 

Secondly, getting single measures with a fragmentary char-
acter leads to limited prospects. Instead, it takes coordinated 
approaches to make support policies for workplace learning 
more effective, as Cedefop (2022b) insists. Three critical issues 
can be noted at this point: 1) the utilization of different methods, 
techniques, and tools that will make the learning process a valu-
able experience for employees and an indisputable comparative 
advantage for companies, 2) recognition of the vital role of lead-
ership in creating an inclusive workplace learning environment, 
an argument which did not get the attention from the analy-
sis of the 19 policy papers and reports of two significant policy-
makers (ILO & Cedefop), while previous literature review has 
highlighted (Pavlakis, 2022) and it is at least at a certain degree 
reflected at experts’ views, and 3) the value of balanced growth 
of both inclusion and learning, as central components of people 
development in the workplace. Organizations and individuals 
during the beginning of the pandemic were struggling to survive. 
Therefore, in the recovery process, and as things got better, prior-
itization was given to restoring learning activities. Two years later, 
after experiments, errors, and trials, it is time for companies and 
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institutions to re-design their inclusion and diversity practices 
and ensure that workers will not be excluded from any form of 
learning in or off-site. 

We indeed are not fully aware of whether this period is 
regarded as a paradigm shift; however, digital learning is now 
used more intensely and holistically by all people involved in 
learning activities within an organization, no matter whether it 
is about classroom training or on-the-job, apprenticeship, mento-
ring or other. Significant challenges are near in the future: First, 
organizations need to strengthen the degree of readiness and 
improve their performance and innovation capacity. Secondly, 
employees need to unlock their potential in the workplace by 
being open to new changes and, of course, getting all the support 
they need. From an adult education perspective, learning con-
sists of specific components, such as motives, attitudes, methods, 
and influences from the broader context people belong. It may 
be time to re-consider learning in the workplace and emphati-
cally reflect on a recent Cedefop briefing note suggestion: ‘Jobs 
do not only shape learning: learning also shapes jobs’ (Cedefop, 
2022c. p. 4).
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ABSTRACT: 

This study investigated technical area employees’ experiences of 
factors related to workplace learning and congruence with orga-
nizational goals and values in the context of Job Resources-De-
mands model ( JD-R) (Demerouti et al., 2001). Cross-sectional 
data was collected with an online survey in 2020-2021. The sam-
ple consisted of 486 employees (225 females, 46.3%) from three 
countries: Estonia (n = 188, 38.7%), Finland (n = 123, 25.3%), and 
Italy (n = 175, 36.0%). Participants responded to “Expansiveness 
of the Workplace as a Learning Environment Survey” (WLES) 
by James and Holmes (2012). This study used four of the seven 
WLES factors (measured by 12 items): Challenging and devel-
oping work tasks (a = 0.85); resources to help learning (a = 0.71); 
recognition as an expert and a learner (a = 0.74); congruence 
with organizational goals and values (a = 0.70). Results of mea-
surement invariance tests indicated that the four factor structure 
was valid for both merged and country-specific data. Results 
of structural equation modeling showed that congruence with 
organizational goals and values as an exogenous variable was 
statistically significantly positively related to three endogenous 
variables: Challenging and developing work (R2 = .39); resources 
to learning (R2 = .46); recognition as an expert and a learner (R2 

= .56). Resulting four factor model should be measured in the 
future studies alongside with the factors related to the JD-R 
model to investigate possible effects of job resources (related to 
workplace learning opportunities) on job strain (e.g., stress and 
burnout) and work engagement.
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INTRODUCTION

Any variation of a popular opening phrase for the past decades 
in several scientific articles - “working life is changing” - is cer-
tainly true today. Europe has faced since March 2020 the effects 
of global COVID-19 pandemic and is currently in 2022 experi-
encing the largest war in Europe since the Second World War. 
The concequences of the pandemic for the European working 
life have been tremendous: jobs have been reduced in a num-
ber of occupations (e.g., travel and restaurant services) and dis-
tance work has increased dramatically. On top of that, the cur-
rent war in eastern Europe will change the global working life 
through various factors, including providing safe life, education 
and employment for war refugees and securing Europe’s military 
safety and energy supply in the future. For many blue and white 
collar workers these recent developments, together with ubiqui-
tous digitalization trend (e.g., Billett, 2021; Nokelainen, Neva-
lainen et al.,2018b), have led to the need to learn new job-related 
skills or even train for a new field. 

Modern research of workplace learning (WPL), focusing on 
both formal and informal forms of learning (e.g., Manuti et al., 
2015), provide one viable way of understanding challenges such 
as those described above. Fuller and Unwin (2003, 2004) have 
made a distinction between expansive and restrictive learning 
environments where the former is characterised by employee 
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autonomy related to work tasks, participation in collective deci-
sion-making and development of communities of practice and 
the latter is characterised by the lack of autonomy, routine work 
and isolation from decision-making and development of work 
community. In addition, factors related to well-being at work in 
the context of human resources (HR) research play an import-
ant role as uncertainty about the future (e.g., job insecurity) 
increases. In this context, understanding of job demands and job 
resources gives us tools to understand dual processes leading to 
job strain (even burnout) or engagement (e.g., Schaufeli, 2021). 
As these two approaches share similar interests of developing 
employees learning and well-being at work, Brandi and Iannone 
(2021) call for research that addresses interrelationships between 
these two research fields. Synthesis of the results of their scoping 
review show that “HR is output-oriented and looks to learn-
ing as capital for enterprises, while WPL centres more upon the 
individual (in a cultural context) and encompasses the human 
dimension of learning as something enriching the whole of life, 
including work life.” (p. 329). 

The current study investigated Estonian, Finnish and Italian 
employees’ (n = 486) experiences of four WPL factors includ-
ing challenging work tasks, resources to learning, recognition 
of expertise and congruence with organizational goals and val-
ues. The data was collected with an online “Expansiveness of 
the Workplace as a Learning Environment Survey” (WLES) 
by James and Holmes (2012). These factors stemming from the 
expansive properties of learning environments (Fuller & Unwin, 
2003, 2004) were contextualized into Job Demands-Resources 
( JD-R, see, e.g., Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2004) framework. The research questions were formulated as 
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follows: RQ1 ”Are the measurement properties of WLES equiv-
alent across the employee groups from three countries?”; RQ2 
”How congruence with organizational goals and values is related 
to challenging and developing work, resources to learning  and 
recognition as an expert and a learner”. To address these RQ’s, 
measurement invariance and relationships between individual 
and environmental factors related to expansive learning envi-
ronments were investigated. The individual factor in the pres-
ent study was employees’ congruence with the organization and 
the environmental factors were job resources, recognition and 
learning resources. 

THEORY AND METHODS

THEORY

Workplace as an expansive learning environment

Fuller and Unwin (2004) argue that workplaces are important 
sites for learning as they create opportunities for (or barriers to) 
learning. For that reason it is important to analyse their expansive 
– restrictive features as learning environments. Although their 
model draws from Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning 
theory, it also takes formal workplace into consideration (Fuller 
& Unwin, 2004). Fuller and Unwin have shown (2003, 2004) 
that an expansive learning environment is likely to increase the 
quantity and range of opportunities for employee participation 
and learning. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that 
(1) employees have different abilities to both identify and utilise 
available learning conditions (Ellström et al., 2008) and that (2) 
participation and learning are not situationally determined, as 
individuals elect how they engage in workplaces (Billett, 2004), 
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that is, they can eventually choose whether or not to engage in 
the learning process (Billett, 2001). 

The WPL features of Fuller and Unwin (2003) model fall 
into two categories of (1) the organizational context and culture 
(e.g., work organization, job design, job control and distribu-
tion of knowledge and skills) and (2) employee learning (through 
engaging in different forms of participation). The current study 
focuses on these categories through four factors: 1) Challeng-
ing and developing work tasks; 2) Recognition as an expert and 
a learner; 3) Resources to help learning; 4) Congruence with 
organizational goals and values. 

The first factor related to challenging and developing work 
tasks has two dimensions: versatile work tasks that require prob-
lem-solving and decision-making. According to Rausch et al. 
(2015), problem solving activities related to challenging work 
facilitate learning in the workplace as they promote acquisition 
of domain-specific problem solving skills. Billett (2015) notes 
that engagement in decision-making alongside with prob-
lem-solving promotes WPL. Research has indicated that sat-
isfaction of basic psychological needs (autonomy, competence 
and relatedness, see Deci & Ryan, 2000) is positively related to 
work that is challenging and includes decision-making author-
ity (Puhakka et al., 2021). Autonomy in work tasks increases 
job perfomance as employees have the opportunity to influence 
the work content, the order in which the tasks are performed, 
and the time spent on them (e.g., Demerouti et al., 2015). Prob-
lem-solving and decision-making (autonomy) are linked as 
”… learning from cooperative, collaborative problem solving 
requires that the problem solver remains the process owner even 
when other people are involved in each step of the problem solv-
ing process …” (Rausch et al., 2015, p. 452).
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The second factor, recognition, is related to managerial 
(or non-managerial) personal (or group level) monetary (or 
non-monetary) rewards for individual (or group) efforts and 
work accomplishment to recognize and reinforce the desired 
in-role (or extra-role) behavioural involvement displayed by 
an employee (or by a group) (e.g., Boudrias et al., 2014; Brun 
& Douglas, 2008; Montani et al., 2020; Stajkovic & Luthans, 
2003). Recognition enables employees to experience increased 
competence and personal control on their job, which promote 
a higher congruence between the work activities and the self 
(self-concordance, see Sheldon & Elliot, 1999) that is con-
ducive to a higher sense of meaningfulness (Montani et al., 
2020). Current research highlights the benefits of non-mone-
tary recognition on several work-related outcomes (review by 
Brun & Dugas, 2008), indicating that it may increase psycho-
logical well-being, engagement, on-the-job learning and job 
satisfaction.

The third factor, providing resources to learning in the work-
place, is related to having access to a variety of resources in the 
workplace, for example, a mentor/coach, other workers, mate-
rials, customers, competitors, suppliers, qualifications and train-
ing ( James & Holmes, 2002). Virtanen et al. (2014) state that 
the opportunity to receive individual guidance seems to be the 
most important factor in producing successful workplace learn-
ing outcomes. Billett (2001) presents two forms of guidance: 
Direct guidance involves close interaction between more experi-
enced workers and learners, while indirect guidance is accessed in 
everyday work activities when the physical arrangements assist 
workplace learning and provide access to observing and listening 
more experienced co-workers and peers. 
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The above mentioned task-related (challenging and develop-
ing work tasks) and environmental (recognition as an expert and 
a learner, resources to help learning) WLES factors contribute 
to the development of employees’ professional and vocational 
knowledge (Pylväs et al., 2020). Based on earlier research (e.g., 
Nokelainen, Rintala et al., 2018; Puhakka et al., 2021), the first 
research hypothesis is that these three WLES factors are positively 
related to each other (H1a). We also hypothesise that this find-
ing is consistent in all three countries of the current study (H1b).

The fourth factor, congruence, refers to the alignment of 
employees’ and organizations goals and values (e.g., Supeli & 
Creed, 2014). It can be seen as a part of person–organization 
fit (P–O Fit) that contains also personality congruence, and 
knowledge–skills–abilities (Abdalla et al., 2018). Some research 
results suggest that goal congruence might be even more criti-
cal for P-O Fit than values and personality congruence (Supeli 
& Creed, 2014). Current research (Sørlie et al., 2022) acknowl-
edges the important trait-level moderating role of congruence 
(related to person-environment and person-organization fit) 
between task-independence (autonomy) and job performance. 
Although mainly referring to values congruence, Sørlie et al. 
(2022) suggest that it should be used more actively for personnel 
selection. In the present study, congruence refers to both goals 
and values. Based on earlier research (e.g., Nokelainen, Rintala 
et al., 2018; Puhakka et al., 2021), the second research hypothesis 
is that the four factor structure presented above is present both 
in the merged data from the three countries (H2a) and in the 
country-specific data (H2b).
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Job demands and resources

According to earlier research, the relationships between job 
control, resources, rewards and job demands have an effect on 
work-related well-being and professional development (e.g., de 
Jonge & Kompier, 1997; Karasek, 1979; Siegrist, 1996; Wrzen-
sniewski et al., 2013). Quite popular Job Demand-Control 
Model (DCM) by Karasek (1979) contains two of these com-
ponents. Job demands are explained by the work rate, availabil-
ity, time pressure, efforts needed and difficulty of various work 
tasks. Job control is about how much employees can decide about 
what kind of work duties they will do and how to organise their 
time to complete these duties. According to DCM, job strain 
increases when job demands increase and job control lacks 
autonomy. Another popular model, the effort-reward imbalance 
(ERI) model (Siegrist, 1996) explains increased job strain with 
an imbalance between high job demands and low rewards (e.g., 
salary and career progress). 

According to Bakker and Demerouti (2007), these two mod-
els oversimplify the reality and connect increased work-related 
ill-being to different (non-overlapping) factors (DCM: lack 
of autonomy, ERI: lack of esteem reward and security/career 
opportunities). As this causes problems in constructing a holis-
tic view on job strain (or stress), they suggest that JD-R model 
(Demerouti et al., 2001) should be used instead. Strengths of 
JD-R are that it allows different occupations to have their own 
specific working characteristics (classified into job demands and 
job resources), and it constitutes a model that may be applied 
to various occupational settings. According to JD-R, job strain 
(e.g., leading to burnout) develops when a set of job demands 
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(e.g., workload and interpersonal conflict) are high and when a 
set of job resources (e.g., job control and performance feedback) 
are limited. 

JD-R contains two paths (see Figure 1), health impairment 
(stress) process and motivational process. Following the stress pro-
cess path, we see that (as noted in both DCM and JD-R) job 
resources may buffer the impact of job demands on job strain 
(Demerouti et al., 2001; Karasek, 1979). The difference between 
DCM and JD-R is that the former explains the buffering effect 
with increased autonomy while the latter allows interactions 
between different types of job demands and job resources to 
explain decreased or increased job strain (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007). The original motivational process path (Demerouti et al., 
2001) led from reduced job resources to disengagement. Later, 
the resources were seen as positive and they led to different 
desired outcomes, such as, commitment (Bakker et al., 2003), 
engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) and motivation (Bak-
ker & Demerouti, 2007). Departing from other models, JD-R 
states that when job demands are on a medium or high level, they 
may have a positive “boosting” effect on the relation between 
abundant job resources and engagement. However, reducing job 
demands to a low level only affects the stress process, for exam-
ple, reducing risk of burnout. According to Schaufeli (2017), 
one should concentrate on increasing job resources to have the 
both stress and motivational processes to work in an optimal 
way (reducing job strain and fostering engagement). 

Figure 1. Workplace learning factors in the context of JD-R model 
(adapted from Bakker et al., 2003; Demerouti et al., 2001; Fuller & Unwin, 
2003; James & Holmes, 2012; Schaufeli, 2015; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; 
Van den Broeck et al., 2008; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009)
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As Figure 1 shows, the JD-R model has been extended over the 
years with basic psychological needs satisfaction (autonomy, com-
petence, relatedness, see Van den Broeck et al., 2008), personal 
resources (self-efficacy, self-esteem, optimism, see Xanthopou-
lou et al., 2009) and engaging leadership (leadership behavior 
that facilitates, strengthens, connects and inspires employees, 
see Schaufeli, 2015). Van den Broeck et al. (2008) showed that 
satisfaction of basic psychological needs (based on SDT theory, 
see Deci & Ryan, 2000) mediate the relationships between job 
demands and job strain, job resources and job strain, and job 
resources and engagement. A longitudinal study indicated that 
high levels of job and personal resources are equally important 
to support positive development of intrinsic motivation and 
engagement: “… employees who are self-efficacious, optimistic 
and believe that are important for the organization are most 
likely to experience high levels of work engagement.” (Xantho-
poulou et al., 2009, p. 241). Authors argue that job resources, 
personal resources and work engagement relate reciprocally. 
Schaufeli (2015) showed that engaging leadership (stimulating 
employees’ sense of basic psychological needs) had an indirect 
effect on job strain (burnout) and engagement via job demands 
and job resources. Schaufeli (2015, 2021) suggested that engag-
ing leadership 1) fosters employees’ basic psychological needs 
for autonomy, competence (growth) and relatedness (connect-
edness) and 2) supports positive development of congruence 
(convergence of individual and organizational goals and values, 
see, e.g., Supeli & Creed, 2014). Recent longitudinal research 
by Sørlie et al. (2022) showed that employees’ congruence with 
the organization’s values strengthens the positive relationship 
between job autonomy and job performance. 
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JD-R as a widely used HR model does not contain an explicit 
component of workplace learning (and related opportunities), 
but instead it has some factors that support learning embed-
ded into sub-components of job resources: feedback, participa-
tion, rewards, supervisor support (Demerouti & Bakker, 2001), 
job control (Bakker et al., 2003), colleagues support (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2007) and mentoring (Hu et al., 2020). In addition, 
P-O Fit (persons alignment/congruence with organizational 
goals) is seen in the JD-R framework as supporting factor for 
job resources (Sørlie et al., 2022). Clearly, the first WLES factor, 
challenging and developing work tasks, relates to job control via 
its second dimension, decision-making. The second WLES fac-
tor, recognition, is related to JD-R models rewards. The third 
WLES factor, providing resources to learning in the workplace, 
is related to mentoring as a job resource in JD-R. Lastly, the 
fourth WLES factor, congruence, is related to P-O Fit by posi-
tively supporting accumulation and activation of job resources. 
Bolded dashed-line variables in Figure 1 indicate the measured 
WPL constructs of the current study in the JD-R framework. 
As the JD-R constructs were not measured in this study, the aim 
of the current study was merely to stimulate discussion about 
their potential role in the JD-R framework. Although the earlier 
research in WPL framework has not used congruence as a pre-
dictor for the three previously mentioned task-related and envi-
ronmental WLES factors (related to job resources), Nokelainen, 
Rintala et al. (2018) and Puhakka et al. (2021) found positive 
correlations (r = .30 - .55) between these factors. Based on these 
findings and the results from Schaufeli (2015) and Sørlie et al. 
(2022), the third research hypothesis (H3a) is that the congruence 
with organizational goals and values is a positive predictor of job 
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resources related to workplace learning (implemented via three 
factors: challenging and developing work tasks, recognition as 
an expert and a learner, and resources to help learning). More-
over, we assume that these positive associations also exist in the 
separate data for each country (H3b).

METHODS

PARTICIPANTS

The data for this study comprised 529 employees from three 
countries (239 females, 45.2%): Estonia (n = 203, 38.4%), Fin-
land (n = 127, 24.0%), and Italy (n = 199, 37.6%). Participants 
worked in six different companies (two from each country), rep-
resenting technical sector workers from several fields: Retail sale 
and manufacturing of electrical equipments (Estonia), software 
development and consulting (e.g., construction, town plan-
ning and traffic) (Finland), and intelligent lightning systems 
and industry automation (Italy). After multivariate normality 
(MVN) investigation (see below), the data used for the analyses 
comprised 486 participants (225 females, 46.3%).

INSTRUMENT

Participants responded to a cross-sectional “Expansiveness of 
the Workplace as a Learning Environment Survey” (WLES) 
online survey by James & Holmes (2012) in 2020-2021. The 
survey was conducted in each country in a similar form and 
the language used was English. The original survey contained 
seven factors measured with 21 items: 1. Participating and under-
standing your workplace, 2. Performing tasks in your work, 3. 



497

Resources available to help you learn your work, 4. Judgement, 
decision-making, problem solving and reflection, 5. Experience, 
tasks & career progression, 6. Status as a worker and a learner, 
7. Organisational development. For this study, the sixth factor 
was separated into two factors: 6. Recognition as an expert and 
7. Recognition as a learner. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 
with maximum likelihood estimation and oblimin rotation 
was performed with the jamovi (The jamovi project, 2021) pro-
gram to the current cross-cultural data as, firstly, the survey had 
been previously mostly used with various Finnish student and 
employee samples (e.g., Lehtonen et al., 2022; Nokelainen, Rin-
tala et al., 2018; Puhakka et al., 2021), and secondly, the previ-
ous studies had shown that especially the fourth and fifth fac-
tor’s Cronbach’s alpha values were below the desired .7 level 
(most probably due to multidimensionality, see Puhakka et al., 
2021). Results of the EFA confirmed a four factor solution with 
12 items (see Table 1). The original factor structure was mostly 
retained with the exception of merging four factors into two: 
Challenging and developing work tasks contains items from the 
second and fourth factors (see above), and Recognition as an 
expert and learner contains items from the sixth and seventh fac-
tors. As Table 1 shows, alpha values of the new factor structure 
were satisfactory. All the items were measured with a five-point 
response scale from 1 (“Totally disagree”) to 5 (“Totally agree”).
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Table 1. Factors and items of the Expansiveness of the Workplace as a 
Learning Environment Survey (WLES)

 
Challenging and developing work tasks (αα = 0.85)

wle2.1 I tackle complex problems in my work

wle2.2 My work is not one-sided, I am expected to use a versatile set of 
skills in my work

wle4.2 I am allowed to make decisions of my own in my job

wle4.3 Solving problems related to my area of expertise is an essential 
part of my work

Resources to help learning (αα = 0.71)

wle3.1 I receive feedback/mentoring/coaching at work (for example 
from other workers)

wle3.2 I have access to necessary resources to help me learn (e.g., other 
workers, materials, customers, …)

wle3.3 I am encouraged to gain qualification(s)

Recognition as an expert and a learner (αα = 0.74)

wle6.1 I receive acknowledgement from colleagues or superior(s) of my 
expertise

wle6.2 My colleagues or superior(s) recognize me as an expert of my 
field

wle7.1 I receive acknowledgement from colleagues or superior(s) for 
developing my expertise

Congruence with organizations goals and values (αα = 0.70)

wle8. My own vision of how the field I am working on should develop in 
the future is in line with the vision of this workplace 
wle8.2 The business related goals of the workplace are in line 
with my own goals to develop my professional skills
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STATISTICAL ANALYSES

The data were examined for missing values with the mice (van 
Buuren & Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011) and finalfit (Harrison 
et al., 2021) R programs. There was no need to consider imputa-
tion as the analysis showed that the most dominant pattern (n 
= 528, 99.8%) represented the complete data.

Multivariate normality (MVN) among the four WLES fac-
tors was analysed with the MVN program (Korkmaz et al., 
2014). The analysis suggested omitting 43 participants (origi-
nal n was 529), resulting to the final data of 486 participants 
(225 females, 46.3%). Proportional sample from each country 
remained quite close to the original data: Estonia (n = 188, 
38.7%), Finland (n = 123, 25.3%), and Italy (n = 175, 36.0%).

Regarding the RQ1, investigation of the measurement invari-
ance (MI, Byrne et al., 1989) was important in this cross-cultural 
study as the survey had been mostly used with Finnish (e.g., 
Puhakka et al., 2021) and UK samples ( James & Holmes, 2012). 
MI test investigates if the survey items measure the same con-
structs for all 3 countries in this study (Chen, 2007). According 
to Putnick and Bornstein (2016), configural (pattern) invariance 
refers to the same number of factors and pattern of loadings 
for all 3 countries in this study. Metric (weak) invariance refers 
not only to the same items loading on the same factors for all 
countries, but also having the same actual magnitude of load-
ings across countries for each respective survey item. Scalar 
(strong) invariance is a constrained version of the metric invari-
ance where both the factor loadings and intercepts are assumed 
to be equal across countries. Established scalar invariance justi-
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fies mean comparisons across the three countries in this study. 
Although there is also a fourth type of MI (residual or strict 
invariance) to test equality of factor variances and individual 
items residual variances across groups, it is seldom studied as it 
represents a highly constrained model (rarely achieved in prac-
tice) and it is not a prerequisite for testing mean differences 
between groups (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). MI testing was 
based on a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) model with the 
weighted least square mean and variance adjusted (WLSMV) 
estimator (as the items were measured with an ordinal scale). In 
the model, all 12 manifested variables (survey items) were indi-
cators for the four latent variables (workplace as learning envi-
ronment scale factors). MI was tested with chi square difference 
test (Δ ) and the inspection of differences of scaled Com-
parative Fit Index (ΔCFI) and scaled Root Mean Square Error 
of Approximation (ΔRMSEA) estimates. The latter part of the 
analysis was conducted as many researchers argue that Δ  is 
too sensitive for large sample sizes (> 300, see, e.g., Chen, 2007; 
Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). As there was no previous invari-
ance model to compare against, the configural invariance was 
investigated by the model fit indices (CFI should be > .90 and 
RMSEA should be < .08, see, e.g., Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Regarding the RQ2, structural equation modeling (SEM, see, 
e.g., Bollen, 1989) with WLSMV estimator was used to investi-
gate how the exogenous factor (congruence with organisational 
goals) was related to the three endogenous factors (challenging 
and developing work, resources to help learning, recognition 
as an expert and a learner). According to Selig et al. (2008), 
text general approaches for modeling between-culture differ-
ences and similarities are multiple group mean and covariance 
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structures (MACS) modeling (e.g., Little, 1997) and multilevel 
SEM (ML SEM; e.g., Hox, 2010). We chose to use MACS as the 
number of countries on the present study was small and our goal 
was to compare structural relations across the countries. CFA 
and MACS analyses were conducted with the lavaan program 
(Rosseel, 2012) in the R statistical computation environment (R 
Core Team, 2020; RStudio Team, 2016).

RESULTS

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Descriptive statistics of the WLES factors are presented in Table 
2. The means and standard deviations across the three countries 
show that Estonian and Finnish employees were mostly on the 
same level for each factor and self-assessed all four factors higher 
than Italian employees.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics

Challenging and  
developing work  

tasks M(SD)

Resources
M(SD)

Recognition
M(SD)

Congruence
M(SD)

Merged data (n = 486) 4.11(0.798) 3.78(0.806) 3.44(0.825) 3.76(0.772)

Estonia (n = 188) 4.33(0.597) 3.85(0.815) 3.60(0.820) 3.81(0.831)

Finland (n = 123) 4.50(0.553) 3.92(0.703) 3.66(0.784) 3.85(0.671)

Italy (n = 175) 3.60(0.864) 3.61(0.839) 3.11(0.756) 3.63(0.762)
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CORRELATIONS

Spearman rank-order correlations (66 correlation pairs) for the 
whole sample are presented in Table 3. As expected, all 12 items 
in the merged data (n = 486) correlated positively with a range 
from 0.09 to 0.65 (rM = 0.37; rSD = 0.121). Effect sizes were mostly 
above the medium level (r > |.30|, see Cohen, 1988). In addition, 
the correlation matrixes for each three countries were investi-
gated. Results were similar, all WLES items correlated positively.

Table 3. Spearman rank-order correlations among the  
12 WLES items (merged data)

 2.1 2.2 4.2 4.3 3.1 3.2 3.3 6.1 6.2 7.1 8.1

wle2.1            

wle2.2 0.66           

wle4.2 0.59 0.51          

wle4.3 0.63 0.57 0.64         

wle3.1 0.18 0.19 0.22 0.12        

wle3.2 0.32 0.33 0.41 0.31 0.38       

wle3.3 0.29 0.26 0.37 0.30 0.40 0.50      

wle6.1 0.32 0.30 0.40 0.37 0.41 0.43 0.45     

wle6.2 0.49 0.36 0.58 0.55 0.26 0.40 0.38 0.58    

wle7.1 0.34 0.26 0.35 0.32 0.36 0.41 0.44 0.61 0.58   

wle8.1 0.39 0.37 0.41 0.37 0.22 0.38 0.33 0.44 0.44 0.44  

wle8.2 0.30 0.30 0.38 0.30 0.20 0.43 0.34 0.40 0.31 0.35 0.51

Note. See Table 1 for item descriptions.

Table 4 presents the Pearson product moment correlations 
among the four WLES factors for the whole (merged) data and 
for each country separately. In parallel with the hypothesis H1a, 
all three task-related (challenging and developing work tasks) 
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and environmental (recognition as an expert and a learner, 
resources to help learning) WLES factors correlated positively 
(medium to large effect sizes) in the merged data (n = 486, r 
range from 0.38 to 0.60). As Table 4 shows, also the hypothesis 
H1b was supported as the country specific correlations were all 
positive among these factors.

Table 4. Pearson correlations among the four WLES factors

Challenging and 
developing work

Resources Recognition

Merged data (n = 486)

Resources 0.56

Recognition 0.38 0.60

Congruence 0.46 0.55 0.44

Estonia (n = 188)

Resources 0.43

Recognition 0.40 0.62

Congruence 0.58 0.60 0.43

Finland (n = 123)

Resources 0.38

Recognition 0.34 0.59

Congruence 0.37 0.49 0.50

Italy (n = 175)

Resources 0.62

Recognition 0.25 0.47

Congruence 0.22 0.32 0.36
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RQ1: ARE THE MEASUREMENT PROPERTIES OF 
WLES EQUIVALENT ACROSS THE EMPLOYEE 
GROUPS FROM THREE COUNTRIES?

The RQ1 investigated if the four factor WLES performs equal 
as well in all three groups (Estonia, Finland, Italy) in the sample. 
The aim was to determine whether the specified CFA model (see 
Figure 2) was present in the merged data (hypothesis H2a) and 
there were no fundamental differences in the dimensionality of 
WLES across the country-specific data (H2b) (see, e.g., Marsh 
et al., 2018). Results showed support for H2a as the model was 
configurally invariant: CFI (0.926) was above .90 and RMSEA 
(0.064) was below .08.

The metric invariance was supported by the CFI (0.919) and 
RMSEA (0.064) values. In addition, the difference between 
both scaled CFI (0.007) and RMSEA (< 0.001) values were 
below the desired threshold levels (ΔCFI < .01, ΔRMSEA < 
.015, see Chen, 2007). However, perhaps due to the large sample 
size (> 300), the chi-square difference test between the config-
ural and metric models was statistically significant (Δ  = 
43.223, df = 27, p = 0.025). We conclude that the metric invari-
ance holds in this international three group data, i.e., the mani-
fested variables (WLES survey items) were related to the latent 
variables (four WLES factors) in the same way in all groups (see, 
e.g., Marsh et al., 2018).

Scalar invariance was not supported by the chi-square dif-
ference test, Δ  = 108.974, df = 27, p < 0.001. This was 
also indicated by the CFI (0.884) value and the CFI differ-
ence between the metric and scalar invariance models (ΔCFI = 
0.035). However, the RMSEA difference was small enough to 
support scalar invariance (ΔRMSEA = 0.009).
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Figure 2. Confirmatory factor analysis model of the WLES factors  
and related indicators.

Note. Rsr = Resources to learning, WrT = Challenging and developing 
work tasks, Rcg = Recognition as expert and learner, Cng = Congruence 
with organizational goals and values.

Also H2b was supported through establishment of both con-
figural and metric invariance as the number of latent variables 
(four factors) and both the pattern and magnitude of loadings 
of latent variables on indicators were similar across the data from 
the three countries. This allows, relating to the RQ2, further 
investigation of the relationships between latent variables across 
different countries (e.g., Hirschfeld & von Brachel, 2014).
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RQ2: HOW CONGRUENCE WITH  ORGANIZATIONAL 
GOALS AND VALUES IS   RELATED TO  CHALLENGING 
AND DEVELOPING WORK,  RESOURCES TO LEARNING 
AND RECOGNITION AS AN EXPERT AND A LEARNER? 

Figure 3 shows the visualization of the standardized results 
of MACS analysis that investigated relationships between 
resources to learning, challenging and developing work, recog-
nition as expert/learner and congruence with organizational 
goals and values. The model in Figure 3 is based on the sam-
ple of 486 participants (after multivariate normality tests) from 
three countries (Estonia n = 188, Finland n = 123, Italy n = 175).

Figure 3. Three country data (n = 486) structural equation model of Re-
sources to learning, Challenging and developing work, Recognition as 
an expert and a learner and Congruence with organizational goals and 
values (standardized estimates).

Note. Rsr = Resources to learning, WrT = Challenging and developing 
work tasks, Rcg = Recognition as an expert and a learner, Cng = Congru-
ence with organizational goals and values.

Results (see Table 5) showed support for the hypotheses H3a 
and H3b: the exogenous variable (congruence with organiza-
tional goals and values) had a statistically significant positive 
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relation with all three endogenous variables in all four models 
(merged data, Estonia, Finland and Italy). In the merged data, 
standardized regression slopes between the exogenous variable 
and thee endogenous variables were as follows: Challenging and 
developing work tasks (  = 0.623, S.E. = 0.047, p < .001); 
resources to learning (  = 0.679, S.E. = 0.053, p < .001); rec-
ognition as expert/learner (  = 0.750, S.E. = 0.048, p < .001). 
Although the regression coefficients were all positive and quite 
large, we conclude that congruence had the smallest effect on 
the challenging and developing work tasks and largest effect on 
the recognition as an expert and a learner. The exogenous vari-
able explained 38.87% of the challenging and developing work 
tasks variance, 46.06% of the resources to learning variance and 
56.25% of the recognition as expert and a learner variance.

The results of the Finnish and Italian data corresponded to 
the results obtained from the merged data (Table 5). The results 
of the Estonian data differed from others by having the greatest 
impact of congruence on challenging and developing work tasks 
and weakest impact on resources to learning. 

Table 5. Standardized estimates of the four factor WLES model

Merged data
(n = 486)

Estonia
(n = 188)

Finland
(n = 123)

Italy
(n = 175)
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Est.(S.E.) Est.(S.E.) Est.(S.E.) Est.(S.E.)

Factor Loadings

WorkTasks

wle2.1 0.80(0.04)*** 0.59(0.07)*** 0.82(0.10)*** 0.80(0.05)***

wle2.2 0.66(0.04)*** 0.53(0.08)*** 0.77(0.10)*** 0.62(0.07)***

wle4.2 0.82(0.04)*** 0.76(0.07)*** 0.63(0.09)*** 0.82(0.06)***

wle4.3 0.76(0.04)*** 0.64(0.07)*** 0.71(0.09)*** 0.80(0.05)***

Resources

wle3.1 0.52(0.05)*** 0.48(0.07)*** 0.50(0.10)*** 0.50(0.09)***

wle3.2 0.75(0.05)*** 0.83(0.06)*** 0.69(0.09)*** 0.64(0.08)***

wle3.3 0.71(0.05)*** 0.72(0.07)*** 0.65(0.12)*** 0.84(0.07)***

Recognition

wle6.1 0.74(0.04)*** 0.73(0.06)*** 0.88(0.08)*** 0.79(0.06)***

wle6.2 0.81(0.04)*** 0.77(0.05)*** 0.86(0.08)*** 0.71(0.06)***

wle7.1 0.71(0.04)*** 0.75(0.06)*** 0.65(0.09)*** 0.81(0.06)***

Congruence

wle8.1 0.45(0.05)*** 0.38(0.08)*** 0.54(0.09)*** 0.31(0.11)**

wle8.2 0.39(0.05)*** 0.42(0.08)*** 0.41(0.08)*** 0.31(0.12)**

Regression Slopes

Congruence

WorkTasks .62(0.05) *** .80(0.06) *** .48(0.09) *** .65(0.09) ***

Resources .68(0.05) *** .63(0.07) *** .69(0.10) *** .74(0.11) ***

Recognition .75(0.05) *** .75(0.06) *** .69(0.07) *** .72(0.11) ***

Fit Indices
χ2 88.75 46.06 41.43 46.60

  df 48.00 48.00 48.00 48.00

  p-value 0.00 0.55 0.74 0.53

RMSEA 0.08 0.07 0.08 0.07

  C.I. lower 0.07 0.05 0.05 0.04

  C.I. upper 0.09 0.09 0.10 0.09

  p-value 0.00 0.06 0.07 0.10

CFI 0.93 0.93 0.89 0.95

SRMR 0.05 0.06 0.07 0.06

Scaled χ2 185.03(48)*** 92.90(48)*** 82.30(48)** 86.24(48)**



509

Note. + Fixed parameter, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.

Lower section of Table 5 presents the fit indices for the 
three-country data (n = 486). Absolute fit indices tell how well 
the model explains the data (Kline, 2016). The model was com-
plex enough not to simplify the reality as the RMSEA (Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation) value 0.077 (C.I. = 0.065 
- 0.089) was below the .08 threshold level (Kaplan, 2000) for 
the merged data. Also the SRMR (Standardized Root Mean 
Square Residual) value (0.049) below .05 (Kline, 2016) indi-
cated that the overall difference between the observed and pre-
dicted correlations was small. Although the p-value (< 0.001) of 

 test was below the desired .05 value (a known issue with 
large samples), the relative  (3.85) value was good (< 5, see 
Marsh & Hocevar, 1985). Incremental fit measures compare the 
proposed model (default model) to a baseline model (indepen-
dence model) that all other models should exceed. The Compar-
ative Fit Index (CFI) value of 0.928 (above the level of .90, see 
Hu & Bentler, 1999) shows that the proposed model has a dis-
crepancy that is 92.77% of the way between the (terribly fitting) 
independence model (0%) and the (perfectly fitting) saturated 
model (100%). Country specific fit indices were also satisfactory 
except for the SRMR values for all countries (that were system-
atically above the .05 level) and the CFI value (below .90) for 
the Finnish data. Our overall conclusion is that the four factor 
WLES model fits well to the merged data and (with some res-
ervations) to the country specific data.

DISCUSSION
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In the present study, we investigated how technical area employ-
ees’ experienced factors related to workplace learning in relation 
to congruence with organization’s values and goals. Cross-sec-
tional data that was collected in 2020-2021 from three coun-
tries (Estonia n = 188, Finland n = 123, Italy n = 175) showed 
that congruence was a significant predictor of 1) challenging and 
developing work tasks, 2) resources to help learning and 3) rec-
ognition as an expert and a learner in both merged and country 
specific data. 

Based on earlier studies (e.g., Nokelainen, Rintala et al., 2018; 
Puhakka et al., 2021), the first research hypohesis proposed 
that both task-related (challenging and developing work tasks) 
and environmental (resources to help learning, recognition as 
an expert and a learner) expansive workplace learning factors 
(Fuller & Unwin, 2003) correlate positively and significantly 
with each other. This was confirmed for the data from the three 
countries in the present study with correlational analysis. The 
second research hypothesis suggested, based on earlier research 
(e.g., Nokelainen, Rintala et al., 2018; Puhakka et al., 2021), that 
the model of four factors (including congruence with organiza-
tional goals and values) and 12 observed variables is valid in the 
three country-specific data of this study. This hypothesis was 
confirmed with measurement invariance testing. Confirma-
tion of these two hypotheses suggest that the four factor expan-
sive workplace learning model has application value also with 
cross-cultural data. Based on previous research (Nokelainen, 
Rintala et al., 2018; Puhakka et al., 2021; Schaufeli, 2015; Sørlie 
et al., 2022), the third research hypothesis proposed that the 
congruence with organizational goals and values is a positive 
predictor of job resources related to workplace learning. Also 
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this was confirmed in both merged and country-specific data in 
the present study with structural equation modeling. 

In the past research literature, several suggestions have been 
made to improve practical applicability of future workplace 
learning studies. First, as the changes affecting working life 
highlighted earlier are global, it is appropriate to look at the 
factors affecting workplace learning and well-being at work in a 
cultural context. Fischer (2009) notes that in order to explain 
differences in work behaviour and attitudes, it is not enough to 
look only at the level of the employee, but also the culture in 
which the employee is situated should be taken into consider-
ation. Second, Manuti et al. (2015, p. 13) call to “… look at work-
place learning in practice and in specific industries and work-
places, not just in theory” as there is considerable variation in 
both practices and end goals where they aim. This notion calls 
for empirical research of WPL. Third, a recent review (Brandi & 
Iannone, 2021, p. 329) of both human resources (HR) and work-
place learning (WPL) approaches to learning in the context of 
work noticed that “HR is output-oriented and looks to learn-
ing as capital for enterprises, while WPL centres more upon the 
individual (in a cultural context) and encompasses the human 
dimension of learning as something enriching the whole of life, 
including work life.” This notion leads to an increasing need for 
studies that aim to investigate relationships between the central 
concepts of WPL and HR models. The current study addressed 
these issues by 1) obtaining a cross-cultural sample of workers 
from three countries, 2) drawing its results from an empirical 
data that was focused on technical sector, and 3) placing work-
place learning factors (Fuller & Unwin, 2003) in the context of 
widely applied human resources model ( JD-R, Demerouti et 
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al., 2001).

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The first limitation of the present study was that the findings gave 
voice only to technical sector workers in Estonia, Finland and 
Italy. The second limitation was that the data were obtained via 
convenience sampling from the employees who belonged to six 
companies that were part of a [project name excluded] project in 
2020-2022. The third limitation was that all measurements were 
based on self-assessment. The fourth limitation of the study was 
that the employees represented companies in the technology 
sector whose products differed quite much (e.g., software devel-
opment vs. retail sale). However, the participants of the present 
study were both blue- and white-collar workers. The fifth lim-
itation was that although congruence was presented as an exog-
enous (predictor) variable, the cross-sectional design did not 
permit any causal interpretations of the findings. The sixth  lim-
itation of the study was that although workplace learning (WPL) 
was considered in the framework of human resources ( JD-R), 
variables related to the latter were not included in the analysis.

CONCLUSIONS

The main findings of this study were: 1) expansive workplace 
learning factors related to work resources (challenging and 
developing work tasks) and environmental resources (resources 
to learning, recognition as an expert and a learner) were present 
in cross-cultural context (empirical data from Estonia, Finland 
and Italy), and 2) congruence with organizational goals and val-
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ues had a strong positive relation with work and environmental 
resources factors both in merged and country-specific data. 

Development of congruence could be supported by 1) help-
ing employees to adjust their expectations to match with the 
reality at the workplace, 2) setting clear goals, a purpose and 
value that can be shared and understood by the employee, 3) 
showing how employees’ roles contribute to the purpose of the 
organization, and 4) allowing employees to recognize and fol-
low life goals that have personal value (e.g., Nadler & Tushman, 
1992; Supeli & Creed, 2014). When work allows to have partici-
pative role in fulfilling the purpose for the organization, employ-
ees can easier understand how they fit in and can contribute to 
the goals, which will help them to feel connected to a greater 
good, and allowing to feel a sense of purpose.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The limitation of the present study, i.e. that the WLES and 
JD-R factors were not measured in the same context, should be 
addressed in the future. In addition, data should be collected 
from more than three different countries. The work fields/sec-
tors of the participants should be standardized as well as pos-
sible. Wherever possible, longitudinal designs should be pre-
ferred, as well as measurements other than those based on 
self-assessment (e.g., video recordings and physiological mea-
surements). In the future, we would like to see (quasi) experi-
mental (intervention-based) designs.
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ABSTRACT:

In Mexico, a dual education system has been implemented by 
the national government in recent years. In the international 
context, the challenges of cooperation between companies and 
vocational education providers have already been explored. 
However, there are only very limited research findings to indi-
cate the necessary principles for cooperation. Accordingly, our 
research question is: What principles are necessary for cooper-
ation between different actors in Mexico?

The presented research includes a qualitative survey of expert 
interviews. The interview partners can be assigned to different 
regional, national as well as international actor types: German/
Austrian/Swiss organisations, Mexican national authorities, 
Mexican organisations, vocational education organisations 
and companies. All interviews were transcribed and the results 
explored using qualitative content analysis.
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The study shows that different principles are needed to ensure 
that cooperation does not come to an end. Furthermore, new 
insights can be gained, such as the importance of contracts 
between companies and vocational education and training 
organisations.

KEYWORDS:

Mexico, dual training, actors, cooperation

INTRODUCTION

In the literature on the transfer of vocational education and 
training, there has been a lack of consideration for the condi-
tions for successful cooperation between actors in the vocational 
education system (Li & Pilz, 2021). In the existing publications, 
vocational education researchers identified a need for further 
research in this regard (Posselt et al., 2012; Stockmann, 2013). 
This paper seeks to identify and analyse the necessary princi-
ples for successful cooperation. Cooperation is to be examined, 
in particular, in the context of dual training activities. This is 
because the complexity and number of actors involved poses a 
particular challenge. Here, dual practices are not to be under-
stood singularly as dual training along the lines of apprentice-
ships in German-speaking countries. Rather, a broad approach 
is to be pursued that encompasses various forms of coopera-
tion between different places of learning. Therefore, not only 
dual cooperation practices between companies and vocational 
schools are included but also those between companies and 
universities or those between vocational schools and training 
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 centres (Pilz & Wiemann, 2021; Wiemann & Pilz, 2020; Wie-
mann & Fuchs, 2018).

In this study, the focus is on Mexico. For several decades, 
there has been a growing interest in high-quality training in 
Mexico, which imparts practice-relevant competences through 
the interlinking of school-based and in-company training. Dual 
vocational education practices are intended to help modernise 
the vocational education system and support foreign companies’ 
branches regarding skilled workers. In the past the Modelo Mex-
icano de Formación Dual (MMFD) was established and other 
dual concepts were developed and implemented (Wiemann, 
2020; Wiemann & Fuchs, 2018). In this respect, there is already 
interplay between different stakeholders in Mexico.

This paper focuses on the cooperation between the differ-
ent actors in establishing dual training structures. The particu-
lar importance of coordination between different stakeholders 
has been cited in the cooperation agreement between Germany 
and Mexico: “Improving ‘state-business’ cooperation  (…). 
Improving dual vocational training in schools and companies” 
(BIBB, n.d.). 

In the next chapters existing findings and theoretical 
approaches are discussed. This is followed by a presentation of 
the author’s own research procedure and a description and dis-
cussion of the findings. The article concludes with some general 
remarks.

The presented research is based on the larger study “DualReg: 
Locally rooted – worldwide linked up: Mexico – Success condi-
tions for transfer of vocational education and training and dual 
practices” (funded by the German Federal Ministry of Educa-
tion and Research). I would like to express my deepest thanks 
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to my project colleagues Prof. Dr. Martina Fuchs, Natascha 
Röhrer and especially Beke Vogelsang for providing research 
input, empirical data and supporting the writing of the chapter.

THEORETICAL APPROACH

In international vocational education research, there have been 
only a few conceptual approaches and empirical findings that 
show the principles needed for successful cooperation in dual 
approaches. Although discourse exists that calls for “proceeds 
with steps to take to ensure ‘successful’ partnerships” (Davies & 
Hentschke, 2006, p. 211), within vocational education research 
further research is needed in this regard (Callan & Ashworth, 
2004).

Callan and Ashworth (2004, p. 60) write: “Successful train-
ing partnerships regularly review how well the partnership is 
meeting industry needs. (...) Building trust will be central to 
the success of the training partnership.” Moreover, some authors 
argue that the success of a partnership is determined by sev-
eral other factors (Atchoarena, 1999; Bünning & Schnarr, 2009; 
Mitchell, 1998; Pilz, 2017): The interface between the private 
and public sectors plays just as much a role as a functioning leg-
islative, executive and judiciary. This includes the state recogni-
tion of training certificates or their financing. For a successful 
cooperation not only external factors are relevant but also those 
that play a role within the cooperation partners. Accordingly, 
there is a range of literature that “proceeds with steps to take to 
ensure ‘successful’ partnerships” (Davies & Hentschke, 2006, p. 
211). Kanter (1994, p. 96) argues: “successful partnerships man-
age the relationship, not just the deal”. 
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One example focusing exclusively on vocational education 
is the study by Billett et al. (2007). These authors conducted 
interviews in Australia to identify principles needed for cooper-
ation. Despite these initial findings, there needs to be an explo-
ration of the important principles in the Mexican vocational 
education system that contribute to successful cooperation, 
which have not yet been researched for the country. The work 
of Billett et al. (2007) is thus the starting point for this paper 
because they focus on the needed principles, state them explic-
itly and do not treat them as a side issue. Furthermore, Billett et 
al. (2007) include different collaborations in their study based 
on their genesis (community partnership, enacted partnership, 
negotiated partnership), so that a broader perspective is evident 
in their work. 

In their empirical study, Billett et al. (2007) detected five 
principles for cooperation between actors in the vocational edu-
cation system to work. The principles mentioned are not only 
seen as necessary during the implementation phase, but also for 
the ongoing operation of training. 

The first principle is “building and maintaining shared pur-
poses and goals”. Within this principle, the different interests 
and concerns of the individual actors are first identified to sub-
sequently agree on common intentions. Each goal is derived 
from a local problem/concern or demand. For example, the 
study shows that a partnership was formed because local actors 
in the vocational education system were dissatisfied with the 
quality of vocational education that existed in the region until 
then. Moreover, the intentions may become more concrete in 
the course of the cooperation due to the interactions. To achieve 
the planned intentions, it is necessary that individuals from the 
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various organisations get involved voluntarily. It is only through 
their commitment and cooperation that the formation of social 
partnerships can be achieved. There must be a realisation that 
something positive can be created by means of cooperation and 
that cooperation can be useful.

Within the first principle, additional factors have to be 
taken into account because of the diverse and partly compet-
ing interests of the individual actors, among other things. Like-
wise, financing—who bears what costs—seems to be an aspect 
to be considered. After identifying a common goal, different 
approaches to solving the problem can be developed. However, 
an identified problem may provoke different responses from the 
actors, which in turn may cause tensions between the partic-
ipants. As a result, agreement is needed on how to make the 
project successful. Finally, successes should be celebrated so that 
cooperation continues and is further strengthened.

Notably, it is not only the celebration of successes that 
strengthens cooperation but also the establishment of a strategic 
plan that can build trust and take different needs into account. 
This can illustrate the direction of activities for each participant.

According to Billett et al. (2007), the second principle is 
“building and maintaining relationships with partners”. To 
build relationships, there must be trust and commitment from 
all. Mutual respect is important. For relationships to continue 
in the future, they should be supported and strengthened. Open 
and honest communication contributes to strengthening rela-
tionships. Personal networks are particularly important here. In 
contrast, formal network of relationships that are created due 
to government regulations are described as challenging. Possible 
reasons for this are the dissatisfaction of the actors with regard 
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to the given distribution of roles or different ideas about the 
form of a partnership.

Not only the mutual exchange of information is important 
for building relationships. The feeling of being able to achieve 
something through cooperation can strengthen the relationship 
building process. Furthermore, through contact with each other, 
a common consensus can be found in case of disagreements. 
Likewise, appreciation of success is seen as helpful in strengthen-
ing cooperation. The time invested by partners is another crucial 
factor. The long duration of a relationship also enables trust to 
be built or deepened.

Finally, Billett et al. (2007) cite the following to support con-
nectedness: “incremental introduction of new processes and 
goals is likely to assist manage the staged development of social 
partnerships (...)”. On the other hand, if there are guidelines on 
how to achieve certain agendas, for example, this can hinder a 
relationship and lead to less commitment. A possible reason for 
the rejection of guidelines might also be negative experiences 
from in the past.

The third principle of cooperation mentioned by the 
researchers is “building and maintaining capacities for partner-
ship work”. This includes the involvement of the cooperation 
partners to build an infrastructure and to ensure the necessary 
resources to achieve the defined goals. If problems are ignored 
or too few resources are available, goals may not be achieved. 
Therefore, over time, new partners should also be recruited, who 
in turn maintain relationships with the community and other 
sponsors. This will enable the infrastructure to be managed. It 
is also important to ensure that collaboration can be influenced 
by the stakeholders so that collaboration lasts in the long term. 
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Individuals contribute to the capacity of a partnership, as do 
organised meetings where exchanges take place among partners. 
Communication should also prevent the pursuit of individual 
interests and prove that it is a ‘real partnership’ as it is organ-
ised bottom-up rather than top-down. Therefore, when working 
with the government, which partner has what influence should 
be clarified.

“Building and maintaining partnership governance and lead-
ership” is listed as the fourth principle. Governance supports the 
development of a social partnership. However, the structure/
design of governance varies as the structure is adapted by the 
objectives as well as the purpose of the cooperation. However, 
to promote cooperation, the joint creation of rules is necessary 
to define the roles of the partners, among other things. This also 
clarifies who has what influence to achieve the defined goal. This 
approach is intended to prevent the pursuit of one-sided inter-
ests. This is why a certain sensitivity for action is important, as 
action that is not coordinated in advance can cause mistrust 
or concern among other cooperation partners. To build trust, 
open and equal communication between partners must be en -
couraged. 

The actor who has the leading role within the cooperation 
must first practise this function. Therefore, constant reminders 
of the defined goal are useful. Nevertheless, leadership takes on a 
significant function because it engages, involves or acts through 
the partners.

The last principle listed is “building and maintaining trust 
and trustworthiness”. To build trust, partners should be involved 
and available information shared. The needs and expectations of 
all stakeholders must be identified and respected. Evidence of 
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trust can be provided by commitment or goodwill. The estab-
lishment of a strategic plan is also fundamental to promoting 
trust. Thus, not only the sharing of information is considered 
fundamental, but also active participation and adherence to 
agreements. Above all, contact must be sought with those actors 
who do not participate in the promised cooperation. In connec-
tion with the last principle, honesty and respect are essential. 

The five principles described here serve as a basis for our own 
research work in Mexico.

METHODOLOGY

The study examines conditions for long-term, successful voca-
tional training cooperation, both for the industrial and tourism 
sectors. Both sectors were selected because they are of particular 
economic importance in Mexico. Moreover, this allows for con-
sideration of both the industrial sector and the service sector.

For the specification of the conditions for success, a region-
ally differentiated view is always necessary, which also includes 
the national level and international cooperation in a multiscalar 
manner. The regional characteristics are due to the local eco-
nomic structure, the network of stakeholders involved and the 
institutional arrangements. The research project considers two 
areas. First, the industrial area in the central highlands (Mex-
ico City metropolitan area) as a region experienced in terms of 
vocational training cooperation in comparison to the urban area 
of Tijuana with the maquiladora industries (focus on assembly, 
with the purpose of re/further export to the USA and Can-
ada). Second, the more touristic regions of Quintana Roo on 
the Yucatán Peninsula and Baja California Sur.
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Considering the explorative research interest, an open 
research design was chosen. This consisted of semi-structured 
interviews with the relevant actors (Adams, 2015). The guideline 
of the expert interviews is based on literature research address-
ing actor constellation and cooperation theory of vocational 
education, as well as context related literature research about 
Mexico and its vocational education system (Billett & Seddon, 
2004; Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 1995; Oliver, 2010; Wiemann, 
2020). The selected interview partners were chosen through lit-
erature research and direct contact as well as through recom-
mendation by other actors.

In a pilot study in 2019 and the main study from 2020 to 
2022, a total of 110 expert interviews were conducted. The 
actors included 18 German/Austrian/Swiss organisations active 
in vocational education provision, 31 Mexican organisations, 
including official bodies, 23 vocational education providers and 
38 Mexican and international companies. Due to the COVID-
19 pandemic, both in person and video call interviews were 
conducted.

The interviews were conducted in Spanish or German and 
were audio recorded. Subsequently, the interviews were tran-
scribed. The findings presented here were achieved by means 
of a qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2019) of 
the material with a special focus on the cooperation structures 
and procedures necessary for the success of dual training prac-
tices. For this publication, select quotes have been translated 
into English.
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PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION  
OF THE FINDINGS

The central findings are presented and discussed below. The 
findings are structured according to the five principles of the 
cooperation by Billett et al. (2007).

BUILDING AND MAINTAINING SHARED  
PURPOSES AND GOALS

The first principle “building and maintaining shared purposes 
and goals” by Billett et al. (2007) plays an important role in 
vocational education in Mexico, as various interviewees point 
out the importance of setting common goals. As Billett et al. 
(2007) outlined, various actors active in the Mexican vocational 
training system can agree on a common goal due to a local prob-
lem: the shortage of skilled workers. The common goal is the 
implementation of dual practices to train specialists, among 
other things. During goal setting, it is crucial that all relevant 
stakeholders are involved, and the different ideas are brought to 
a common consensus. The German-speaking actors in particular 
point out that the Mexican conditions must be observed when 
dual concepts are developed. Accordingly, it is important that 
the dual concepts fit the region. For example, the German dual 
system cannot be adopted without adaptations in Mexico due 
to different legal settings, institutional logics and also different 
training cultures (Wiemann & Fuchs 2018; Pilz & Wiemann, 
2021; Pilz 2009). The respective dual concept must therefore fit 
the country. In addition, when setting goals, it is important that 
the various actors take time for this process. A German-speaking 
actor explains:
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“The first talks got out of hand because they somehow had 
ideas, we had concrete ideas, normally the experts or the 
international cooperation partners have more concrete ideas, 
and to somehow make a common denominator out of that, 
you also need time with the partner so that they say of their 
own accord, ah ok, that’s exactly what I need.” (I_12, German 
Organisation)

Furthermore, it is noticeable that tourism companies rarely 
cooperate with each other to train skilled workers together. 
Tourism companies have developed their internal training con-
cepts so that they provide company-specific training and fur-
ther education for their own employees. Due to further train-
ing options, the employees have substantial opportunities for 
advancement. In contrast, opportunities for advancement in 
industrial companies are more limited, as many positions are 
only filled by people with a university degree.

BUILDING AND MAINTAINING RELATIONS  
WITH PARTNERS

The second principle “building and maintaining relations with 
partners” is also considered elementary for the Mexican voca-
tional education system. All of the stakeholder groups surveyed 
point to the great importance attached to relationships with 
cooperation partners. Communication is particularly import-
ant in Mexico to strengthen mutual relationships. To talk to 
each other, personal meetings are often organized, or commu-
nication is carried out over the phone, video call, WhatsApp 
or e-mail.
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German-speaking actors point out that personal meetings 
with Mexican actors are particularly important, since this not 
only builds a closer relationship with the actors but also pro-
motes joint work. To build such a close relationship with the 
other actors, it is also important to exchange information about 
personal matters, such as child rearing or home life. From the 
point of view of some German-speaking actors, the COVID-19 
pandemic has made it difficult to establish and maintain rela-
tionships, as face-to-face meetings were not possible.

Communication is also necessary with regard to the common 
objective, as this allows agreements to be made. In addition, it 
is important for the cooperation partners to communicate their 
respective expectations. One interviewee explains:

“That there is always communication, that we can always have 
a meeting. (…) As long as there is that part of communication, 
we can get better results from each member.” (I_2, Company)

To promote the relationship between the two places of learn-
ing (vocational training organisations and companies), there 
are contact persons in the respective organisations. In the com-
panies, the personnel managers are the responsible persons, in 
the vocational training organisations responsible contact per-
sons are also named to facilitate communication between the 
two actors. Companies and vocational training organisations 
also exchange information by means of written reports. In these 
reports, the companies document what the trainees have learned 
in the companies. In addition, learners are often evaluated in 
these reports. The vocational training organisations receive feed-
back on the learning status of the individual learners through 
these reports.
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BUILDING AND MAINTAINING CAPACITIES  
FOR PARTNERSHIP WORK

In Billett et al. (2007) “building and maintaining capacities for 
partnership work” is mentioned as the third principle. Within 
this principle there is a need for different resources and an infra-
structure to achieve the common goal. All of the stakeholder 
groups interviewed also signalled the need for resources and 
infrastructure so that dual practices can be offered in Mexico.

With regard to the available infrastructure, the Ger-
man-speaking actors in particular point to the political insta-
bility in Mexico, because a new national government is elected 
every six years. All people who worked in the previous gov-
ernment are replaced. For this reason, it is important to create 
structures that remain in place even if the people responsible 
are replaced. However, elections do not only affect the stabil-
ity of the structure at the national level but also affect regional 
elections in the individual states. This aspect is therefore closely 
linked to the previous principle of “building and maintaining 
relations with partners”, because new relationships must always 
be established with the new responsible persons.

Various resources are also needed at the micro (educational) 
level. Among other things, adequate equipment in the voca-
tional training organisations is important. In addition, teachers 
need to be well trained and retrained to teach and train learn-
ers. According to various actors, the skills are not always taught 
sufficiently. A company expressed its dissatisfaction as follows:

“I know some teachers who teach English (…). I have to say 
that (…) the level is quite, quite low. And it’s clear that if the 
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teachers have a low level, what should they pass on? The pro-
nunciation is not good. (…)” (I_67, Company)

BUILDING AND MAINTAINING PARTNERSHIP GOV-
ERNANCE AND LEADERSHIP

The fourth principle, “building and maintaining partnership 
governance and leadership” is also considered essential in Mex-
ico. However, the focus is on the respective role understanding 
of the actors. The cooperation partners must therefore know 
what role they play within the cooperation. The respective 
understanding of roles is important both at international and 
regional level. A German organisation said that while the Mex-
ican actors are in favour of supporting the international actors, 
they still want to make their own decisions:

“What I notice is that the Mexicans want to create their own 
structures. Of course they want support and advice, but they 
want to decide for themselves how to set themselves up and 
how to implement it. That also comes across very strongly.” 
(I_18, German Organisation)

Understanding one’s own role is also important at the regional 
level so that cooperation in Mexico can be successful. Several 
companies pointed out that vocational education organisations 
need to prepare learners for the practical phases. This preparation 
is necessary so that they behave appropriately, for example with 
regard to customer contact. In this context, communication again 
plays a key role, as it allows expectations to be expressed towards 
the other partner. Tourism companies in particular explained 
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that failure to meet their expectations means that they cancel or 
do not renew the contracts with the training organisations. Since 
the tourism companies usually offer many and comprehensive 
internal training courses, they are not necessarily dependent on 
cooperation with vocational training organisations.

BUILDING AND MAINTAINING TRUST  
AND TRUSTWORTHINESS

As in Billett et al. (2007), trust and trust-building are mentioned 
as a fundamental principle for the Mexican vocational education 
system. The German-speaking actors in particular consider this 
principle to be very important for building closer relationships 
with the Mexican actors.

According to various stakeholders, trust can mainly be fos-
tered through regular meetings and through both honest and 
open communication. Everyone involved must be informed 
about the processes. The procedures should be clear or agreed 
upon for the actors and all actors should be included. Such 
agreements are particularly crucial when changes are made. The 
actors should also be open to other ideas and suggestions. Only 
through such procedures can mutual trust be strengthened. In 
addition, trust builds over time and is therefore not present from 
the beginning. A company stated:

“So I think it is very important to build trust, and you do that 
by meeting each other, by getting to know each other, by not 
being stubborn and saying we want to do it one-to-one, but by 
adapting a bit and staying open. So I think that’s the absolute 
cornerstone for making any progress at all.” (I_17, Company)
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Trust in learners also plays an important role within compa-
nies. Learners receive information about the company during 
their on-the-job experience, which is why companies advocate 
for longer workplace experience to build trust with the learners 
and share more information.

INTERIM CONCLUSION

It can be seen that the five principles of Billett et al. (2007) are 
also considered important by the interviewees for the Mexican 
context. Table 1 shows the results in aggregated form: 

Principles by Billett et al. (2007) What is necessary for Mexico? 

1. Shared purposes and goals Dual practices as a solution to 
problems (e.g. skilled workers)

2. Building relations  
with partners

Communication, face-to-face 
meetings

3. Capacities for  
partnership work

Structures, equipment, financial 
resources, human resources

4. Partnership governance  
and leadership

Knowledge of the roles

5. Trust and trustworthiness Honesty, time period, continuity of 
cooperation, regular exchange

Table I. The five necessary principles according to Billett et al. (2007) in 
the Mexican context

The evaluation of the interviews also revealed that the five prin-
ciples reported by Billett et al. (2007) are not sufficient for coop-
eration in dual training activities in Mexico. The interviewees 
named several other important aspects for successful coopera-
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tion, which can be illustrated using three additional principles. 
The three principles are: Contracts between the learning ven-
ues, status of youngsters as learners and adaptation of qualita-
tive labour market needs. These three principles will now be dis-
cussed in more detail.

CONTRACTS BETWEEN THE LEARNING VENUES

The first additional principle is “contracts between the learning 
venues”. For dual practices to be offered in Mexico, the contracts 
between vocational education organisations and companies play 
a fundamental role. This contract assures companies that learn-
ers will retain student or pupil status. Thus, no contract between 
the learner and the company is necessary. By guaranteeing stu-
dent/pupil status, the companies do not have to pay the learners 
a wage. In addition, the learners have insurance coverage based 
on their student or pupil status. This offers companies protec-
tion, as they do not have to pay in the event of an accident. The 
contract between these two actors is very general and includes 
all legal bases:

“The agreements that are signed (…) cover in general  
terms all the legal aspects that we have to comply with.”  
(I_78, Company)

In addition, the agreement between the vocational training 
organisations and the companies often includes the duration of 
the practical phase (number of months) for the learners, or how 
many hours the learners have to complete in the company. Both 
industrial and tourism companies prefer longer practical phases 
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of several months, so that training periods that are beneficial 
to learning and also profitable are possible for the companies. 
However, the agreements do not contain any specifications as 
to what the learner should learn in the company.

In the company, the respective department heads are mainly 
responsible for the training of the apprentices. The HR man-
agers are responsible for the learner’s coordination process. 
The personnel managers thus maintain contact both with the 
department heads to whom the learner was assigned and with 
the vocational training organisations.

STATUS OF YOUNGSTERS AS LEARNERS

The principle “status of youngsters as learners” is closely linked 
to the previous principle. Since the learners continue to have 
their student or pupil status, no contract is concluded between 
the learners and the company. However, there is a risk that com-
panies will take advantage of the learners and see them as cheap 
labour, especially when the workload is very high. The vocational 
training organisations are also aware of this danger and want to 
prevent their learners from being exploited. Instead, according 
to the vocational training organisations, the focus should be on 
learning in the world of work. The learners should gain practical 
experience and develop further. In addition, the trainees should 
be able to carry out the day-to-day activities of the company and 
feel valued. A vocational education organisation explains:

“Unfortunately, over many years, the idea of dual practices was 
that [the companies] needed free labour, free employees, and 
we are working to counteract this with the commitment of the 
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companies, making the students feel that their time is valuable 
there (…).” (I_55, Vocational education organisation)

Many interviewees from the companies also emphasized that 
they value the learners and see them as employees during their 
stay in their company. For this reason, for example, the learn-
ers—like all other employees—should take part in the planned 
training courses. Accordingly, for many companies, the focus is 
on supporting learners. However, the time at which the learners 
have their practical phase is crucial for the companies, because 
the companies do not always have exciting projects on which 
the learners can work:

“To have a project in which to integrate people. We don’t have 
projects all the time. We could not open the door to every-
body all the time.” (I_44, Company).

It is therefore clear that many companies are aware of their 
responsibility towards the learner.

ADAPTATION OF QUALITATIVE LABOUR  
MARKET NEEDS

As a third additional principle, “adaptation of qualitative labour 
market needs” is important for the Mexican context. This prin-
ciple covers the inclusion of company needs in the curricula of 
the vocational education organisations. According to this, voca-
tional education organisations need to determine what content 
is important for the economy and what should be taught to the 
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learners in the vocational education organisations. As a result, a 
few interviewees noted that a meeting between vocational edu-
cation organisations, companies and sometimes other organisa-
tions is organized so that the actors can exchange views on cur-
rent trends. For this reason, some universities have established 
their own committees to promote the exchange of learning con-
tent between the actors. However, the committees can only give 
recommendations and advice, the decision-making authority 
lies with the vocational education organisations and the respon-
sible authorities. Some actors complained that certain aspects 
of the curricula cannot be changed. According to one actor, the 
link between business and vocational education organisations 
can be even closer. In addition, the actor noted the slow adap-
tation of the curricula to the company’s needs as an obstacle:

“One of the things that would be most important is for uni-
versities to design their curricula more closely to the needs of 
the professional world. You need to get the business world and 
the academic world together (…). The world today is chang-
ing extremely fast, and the academic world is extremely slow.” 
(I_21, Mexican organisation)

According to this, the actors in Mexico would have to work 
more closely together to jointly coordinate the curricula.

From these statements it becomes clear that in the Mexican 
context three additional principles are necessary for success-
ful cooperation. The three principles are briefly summarized in 
Table 2.



539

Extension of the concept  
of Billett et al. (2007)

What is necessary for Mexico?

Contracts between the  
learning venues

Protection / insurance through 
contracts

Status of youngsters as  
learners

Reference person, no cheap 
 labour

Adaptation of qualitative  
labour market needs

Exchange with the private 
 sector, collective development 
of  curricula

Table II. Addition of three principles for successful cooperation in Mexico

CONCLUSION

The findings clearly show how complex the factors for successful 
cooperation in dual training concepts are. In addition to regula-
tory requirements and institutional structures, clear curricular 
specifications are also necessary. However, the subject-oriented 
factors, such as the necessary trust and integrated communi-
cation also play a major role. In summary, it can be stated that 
successful cooperation goals and prerequisites are required at 
the macro level as well as the meso and micro levels. At the same 
time, the factors interact across all levels. Thus, intensive com-
munication is a prerequisite for the development of curricula 
related to the labour market and for building trust.

The findings also show that dual training practices can func-
tion successfully if the factors outlined above are taken into 
account. This is true within the Mexican context if these prac-
tices are defined further and designed differently than in the 
German-speaking area (for further findings, especially of Ger-
man companies in Mexico, cf. Pilz & Wiemann, 2021; Vogelsang 
& Pilz, 2021).
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The study also shows that concepts or approaches imple-
mented in one country cannot be transferred to other coun-
tries without being confirmed. Just as training concepts cannot 
be transferred from one country to another without reflection 
(see Gessler et al., 2019; Li & Pilz, 2021; Pilz, 2016), analytical 
concepts or models cannot be transferred without an adjust-
ment to the respective country contexts.

It should be noted that the findings are subject to some lim-
itations. First, only a few regions in Mexico and only a limited 
number of actors there were interviewed. Second, only two eco-
nomic sectors were in focus. An extension would be necessary 
to ensure that the statements apply to all of Mexico. In addition, 
the actor constellations should be examined using differentiated 
conceptual approaches. This would allow for more detail to be 
recorded of the structures and processes of successful coopera-
tion in the context of dual training practices.

Despite these limitations, the chosen research method has 
proved its worth. In order to analyse the cooperation structures 
and procedures in actors’ networks, an intensive survey of the 
actors is helpful. When this approach is used, it becomes pos-
sible to adequately capture not only the formal structures and 
processes but also informal and especially culturally shaped 
communication and cooperation aspects. Consequently, the 
method can also be recommended for the investigation of sim-
ilar questions in other countries. However, in addition to thor-
ough research of structuring documents (such as ordinances or 
cooperation agreements), on-site observation should be carried 
out as an accompanying measure. In the present project, import-
ant additional information and impressions regarding the coop-
eration activities and conditions could be gathered by visiting 
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the training institutions, companies and involved government 
agencies and associations on site (affected by the Corona situ-
ation realisation happened only after the interviews and due to 
ongoing data analysis results are not included in this article).

Finally, the results provide evidence-based information on 
the further development of dual practices. This is relevant for 
the actors involved at the level of the concrete implementation 
of the dual training activities and the political decision-makers 
in the field of vocational training both in Mexico and the Ger-
man-speaking countries.
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ABSTRACT: 

T level technical qualifications for 16–19-year-old students 
(International Standard Classification of Education level 3) 
were introduced in England in 2020. Ten T levels are currently 
available and more are planned, each one corresponding to a 
specific occupational area. The claim that T levels are high qual-
ity is central to their introduction and politicians have repeat-
edly described them as “gold standard”. That claim of quality is 
associated with T levels being developed “in collaboration with 
employers and businesses”; and quality is also linked to the form 
of their final assessment. Significantly, the quality of T levels is 
also associated with their stated equivalence to A levels, which 
are long established academic qualifications. This paper draws 
on interviews with T level teachers to examine these perceptions 
of quality and how they have influenced the design and deliv-
ery of T levels, leading to some divergence from their technical 
focus. We conclude by arguing that beyond a rhetoric of skills 
and employment, perceptions of quality in English vocational 
education and training (VET) including T levels, reflect the val-
ues of society, especially the primacy of academic and universi-
ty-based education, and that consequently T levels will struggle 
to gain favour among young people or wider society.

KEYWORDS: 

qualifications; assessment; quality; curriculum design
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1. INTRODUCTION 

T levels are new fully-funded, technical qualifications that were 
first introduced in England in 2020 and by 2024 there will be 
15 distinct T level routes, each corresponding to a specific occu-
pational area (Department for Education, 2022a) such as con-
struction, education and childcare, and business administra-
tion. The government is keen for more young people to choose 
vocational routes to fill skills gaps in the economy, and so T 
levels have been produced to that end. These qualifications are 
set at ISCED level 3 and they are aimed at 16-19 year-olds in 
their final two years of compulsory education. In England, this 
is “a highly regulated phase of education dominated by formal 
qualifications” (Wolf, 2011, p. 19) and, accordingly, T levels are 
highly regulated formal qualifications that have been designed 
as a “high-quality technical option” (DBIS, 2016, p. 6) equiv-
alent to academic A levels, which have been established for 
around seventy years and which are the qualifications by which 
all others at level 3 in England are measured (people will ask, 
‘how many A levels is it worth?’). Currently, BTEC National 
Diploma qualifications, which were established in the 1970s by 
the Business and Technology Education Council, are the most 
popular vocational qualifications for 16-19-year-olds in England 
(Gicheva & Petrie, 2018, p.12), though many students use them 
to gain access to higher education (Universities and Colleges 
Admissions Service, 2021) rather than to the workplace. Indeed, 
from their instigation, BTECs have been regarded as only “quasi 
vocational” (Wolf, 2011, p.128) or a “middle qualification” (Kelly, 
2017, p.10) incorporating a “blend of theoretical and practical 
learning” (Tomlinson, 2004, p.78) that differentiated them 
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from A levels.  Within this context of existing qualifications 
for 16-19-year-olds, explored more fully later in this paper, the 
government has sought to emphasise that T level qualifications 
are distinctive vocational qualifications in that they have been 
designed with employers to meet the needs of employers. That 
involvement of employers is, in turn, associated closely with the 
claims made for T levels’ high quality. Though schools are being 
encouraged to offer T levels, Further Education (FE) colleges 
have been in the vanguard of their introduction. There were 163 
general FE colleges in England at the time of this study (Asso-
ciation of Colleges, 2021), which offer mainly vocational as well 
as some academic courses for young people and adults, and the 
providers of the first two waves of T levels to be introduced so 
far are overwhelmingly from among those colleges.

In the spring and summer of 2021, we carried out a study to 
better understand two related elements of T levels: how suc-
cessfully the purpose and distinctiveness of T levels were being 
communicated to those who will teach them; and how teachers 
were preparing to teach T levels differently or otherwise from 
other courses. What emerged from that study was a discrepancy 
in perceptions of quality among two important stakeholders in 
T levels, the government and T level teachers. In this paper we 
explore what is understood by quality according to the govern-
ment’s policies and documents related to T levels, and how that 
understanding is operationalised in the rationale for and design 
of these new qualifications. We then examine how quality is 
understood and operationalised by T level teachers. We find 
that claims to quality in the documents produced by govern-
ment around the launch of T levels are explicitly connected to 
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their proximity to employers and employment, but also more 
implicitly to a conception of rigour more often associated with 
academic qualifications. We will firstly describe the origins of T 
levels and the unsettled context into which they have emerged 
before explaining their structure including their assessment. We 
will then examine the claims of quality made by the government 
before we turn to data gathered from T level teachers to better 
comprehend how they perceive the value of T levels and how 
that affects teachers’ practice. 

2.1 THE CONTEXT FOR THE INTRODUCTION  
OF T LEVELS

Wheelahan et al (2022, p.1) have noted how in many countries, 

Education policy discourse is based on skills. The extraordi-
nary policy enthusiasm for skills is premised on an unwavering 
belief that skills are the solution to all social, economic and 
personal ills.

That enthusiasm and unwavering belief have been apparent in 
English policy for VET for decades. Over thirty years ago the 
architect of competence-based qualifications in England, Gil-
bert Jessup (1991, p.6), wrote this description of symbiotic con-
tentment in relation to the then quite new National Vocational 
Qualifications (NVQs):

Happily, the needs of individuals to realise their potential, to 
develop their skills and knowledge, to take on responsible and 
fulfilling work and to earn more money, seem to be largely 
compatible with the current needs of the country and the 
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economy, for a workforce of more competent responsible, flex-
ible and autonomous employees.

Unchanged, those same words could be written by a policy-
maker today about T levels, despite thirty years of instability 
in the English VET sector including the failed introduction 
of several sets of vocational qualifications. Pring et al. (2009, 
p.6) found that the post-war history of education in England 
had left a legacy which they summarise in five points:
 
1 “Persistent ‘tri-partite mentality’ that constantly threatens 

to revert to seeing young people as ‘academic’, ‘technical/
vocational’ and, to be brutal, all the rest.”

2 “Continuing failure to obtain parity of esteem between 
‘academic’ and ‘vocational qualifications except by distort-
ing the very aims of the new courses.”

3 “Ambivalence towards what is meant by ‘vocational’.”
4 “Inability to get the necessary recognition of new qualifi-

cations from employers and higher education.” 
5 “Transient nature of new qualifications”

Each of these points are evident in the introduction and recep-
tion of T levels. Indeed, specific to number three, the govern-
ment no longer uses the word vocational for T levels, only the 
word technical (Sainsbury, 2016, p.23). 
 
Over the past twenty-five years the four nations of the United 
Kingdom, England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales have 
achieved substantial political autonomy through devolution, 
and education is one area of policy that is formally devolved to 
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the four national governments. This paper focuses on England, 
which has by far the largest population and is the only nation in 
the UK where T levels are being introduced. Significant differ-
ences are emerging between the British education systems, espe-
cially in VET but there is still much commonality (see Hodgson 
and Spours, 2019). Winch (1996, p.41) argued that the “Brit-
ish are relatively uninterested in education and the state of the 
education system both contributes to and reflects that relative 
lack of interest.” That “relative lack of interest” is exacerbated by 
the elite sending their own children to exclusive private schools. 
According to the government’s Social Mobility Commission 
(2019):

Britain’s most influential people are over 5 times more likely to 
have been to a fee-paying school than the general population. 
Just 7% of British people are privately educated, compared to 
two-fifths (39%) of those in top positions. 

Pertinent to this paper is how the lack of interest in education 
identified by Winch is evident in the constant and careless man-
ner of reform of VET in England, which forms the context for 
the introduction of T levels. Had policymakers been more inter-
ested in VET they might have paid more attention to where their 
predecessors had failed. Policy for VET in England has been 
caught in a contradiction between the government’s market-led 
approach to post-16 education which has, for example, allowed 
awarding organisations to create new qualifications with little 
regulation, and the government’s repeatedly stated intention 
to have a post-16 VET system that responds systematically to 
the needs of the economy (see Augar, 2019 for an account of 
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how competition has failed to address the needs of the econ-
omy).  This contradiction is also reflected in Fleckenstein and 
Lee’s (2018) analysis of the political economy of VET policy in 
England, which identified persistent failures by governments of 
the centre left and right to instigate lasting reform. Fleckenstein 
and Lee specifically blame this situation on those governments’ 
industrial policies (such as they existed), which have stressed 
the supply side of skills for industry, through creating new voca-
tional qualifications, for example, and ignoring the demand side 
for those skills, by neglecting the creation of jobs, for example. 
Criticisms of policy failure in the VET system have been made 
by the UK’s Institute for Government, which cited the Further 
Education (FE) sector, where most VET is delivered in England, 
to illustrate the “tendency to recreate policies and organisations 
on an alarmingly regular basis” (Norris and Adam, 2017, p.3). 
Since the early 1980s there have been 28 major pieces of legisla-
tion that related to VET in England; there have been at least 50 
government ministers with relevant responsibility; and no sec-
tor organisation in the VET sector has endured for more than 
a decade (ibid., 5).  Orr (2020, p.103) described how England’s  
FE sector, which as noted above delivers most VET provision,  

has been characterised by instability and policy churn for at 
least three decades during which time reform of vocational 
education and training… has been piled on top of reform, with 
few resulting in lasting change.

Symptomatic of this instability, just since 2005 and before the 
introduction of T levels in 2020, there were two other sets of 
VET qualifications introduced by the then government for 
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16-19-year-olds at level 3: Diplomas (in 2005) and Tech levels 
(in 2013). Echoing point five of Pring et al. (2009, p.6) those 
qualifications ultimately failed to leave even a dent on the edu-
cation system despite much hyperbole and, for the Diplomas, 
the expenditure of enormous sums of money (see Isaacs, 2013). 

Another significant consequence of that policy churn is the 
complexity of FE colleges’ finances which has mutated with each 
policy so that one FE institution might have as many as twenty 
different funding streams (see Bathmaker and Orr, 2022, p.63). 
Exacerbating this complex financial situation is that overall 
government funding per student aged 16-18 in general FE and 
sixth-form colleges in England, which together accommodate 
the majority of students of that age, fell by 11% in real terms 
between 2010-11 and 2020-21 (Sibieta and Tahir, 2021, p.2). Into 
all of that political instability and financial insecurity the first 
waves of T Levels were thrust, even before the added difficulties 
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. So, the recent his-
tory of VET in England does not bode well for T levels. Yet, the 
government, with a large parliamentary majority, has invested 
major resources in T levels and has placed great store on their 
eventual success, not least as part of their “levelling-up” policy 
to address regional inequalities. Above all, the government has 
stressed the quality of these new qualifications; indeed, the gov-
ernment’s strategic guidance for the Institute for Apprentice-
ships and Technical Education (IFATE), the government body 
with relevant responsibility, in April 2021 (DfE, 2021a) men-
tions quality thirty-two times in thirteen pages. 
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2.2 THE EDUCATIONAL CHOICE FOR  
16-YEAR-OLDS IN ENGLAND

The current government’s vision of education is for 16-year-olds 
in England to select between academic A levels, apprenticeships 
or vocational T levels for the final two years of their compulsory 
education. Given that only around ten percent of 16-19-year-olds 
are not in education, employment or training (NEET), if T levels 
are to succeed, they will need to recruit students who would oth-
erwise have taken other well-established routes, such as A levels 
or BTECs. That is a big ask because, echoing Pring et al’s (2006, 
p6) second point, central to any understanding of the education 
system in England for 16-19-year-olds is the all-pervasive percep-
tion of VET qualifications as being second rate, especially com-
pared with A Levels ( James Relly, 2021). Consequently, VET 
qualifications attract students with weaker entry grades (Rich-
mond, 2018, p.8), reinforcing the problem of parity of esteem 
between academic and vocational pathways. Richmond (2018) 
has accused awarding organisations of a race to the bottom in set-
ting lower and lower entrance requirements to secure admissions 
to their many qualifications, further fuelling the problem. This 
behaviour among awarding organisations is a consequence of the 
government’s market-led approach to education policy, though 
the government has complained about the subsequent confusing 
array of technical and vocational qualifications at level 3. They 
now wish to “simplify the current landscape” (DfE, 2021b, p.44) 
and so provide a clearer choice for young people to make at the 
age of 16. The government counted “over 4,000 [qualifications] 
approved at level 3 alone” (DfE, 2021c, p8).  Many of these exist-
ing qualifications have similar content (Sainsbury, 2016) and 
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poor recognition among employers and within wider society. 
As  Carneiro, et al., 2019, p.9) concluded: 

In countries [with] a less developed vocational system, the pro-
liferation of vocational qualifications … has weakened the sig-
nal of what the vocational education is providing and returns 
are less. This is exemplified by the UK experience.

Yet, in some respects the landscape in England may not be as 
complex as it first appears because post-16 education is dom-
inated by relatively few qualifications. Just under 250,000 stu-
dents completed level 3 BTECs in 2019, compared with about 
245,000 who completed A-levels (BBC, 2021). There were, 
though, only 56,200 apprenticeship starts below the age of 19 
in the year 2021-22 (National Statistics, 2022). Those figures 
swamp the 5450 T level starts in 2021, to add to the approxi-
mately 1300 who started in 2020 (DfE, 2021d). The govern-
ment has not set targets for T level enrolments, and it always 
planned a slow roll-out to identify and address problems, but the 
numbers involved so far are small by any account. The roll-out 
has, moreover, been adversely affected by the pandemic which 
closed colleges and limited opportunities to promote these new 
qualifications. So, how will the government persuade students 
to choose T levels over A levels or BTECs? Most controver-
sially, and despite significant opposition from across the polit-
ical and educational spectrum, the government has threatened 
to withdraw funding from most level 3 vocational qualifications 
apart from T levels, including withdrawing funding from the 
popular BTECs and so make T levels the only vocational game 
in town. There has been some movement on this stated inten-
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tion and the education minister has most recently suggested that 
only around half of such qualifications would lose their funding 
(Nott, 2022). Whatever the eventual decision on funding, to 
reiterate the point made above, students who would hitherto 
have selected a different qualification, such as BTEC, will need 
to be persuaded or forced to enrol on T levels if the new qual-
ifications are to succeed where others have failed. Perceptions 
of quality of T levels may well determine that kind of selection.

3. THE STRUCTURE OF T LEVEL QUALIFICATIONS 

T levels have their origins in the 2016 Report of the Indepen-
dent Panel on Technical Education, referred to as the Sains-
bury Review after the name of the panel’s chair, David Sains-
bury. In the terms adopted by Busemeyer and Trampusch (2012) 
to describe national systems for providing VET, England has 
no collective skills formation, it just has the apparent desires of 
employers. Illustrating that vividly, the Sainsbury Review was 
adamant about the leading role of employers in the construction 
of new technical qualifications:
 

We want to give employers a much stronger role in setting 
standards and specifying the knowledge, skills and behaviours 
an individual needs in order to perform well in an occupation. 
Specifying the standards for college-based provision within 
each technical education route is not a role for officials in 
central government but for professionals working in, or with 
expert knowledge of, the relevant occupations, supported by 
experienced education professionals. 
 (Sainsbury, 2016, p.10)
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Five years later, the government’s T Levels Action Plan restated 
this commitment that creating an “employer-led” qualification 
was central to T levels (DfE, 2021a, p.45), and that includes the 
selection of the specific curriculum for each T level. The sub-
ject content for each T level is created and agreed by a panel of 
“industry experts who work to define what key skills and knowl-
edge a learner needs to cover during their two years of study” 
(IFATE, 2022a). By July 2021, over 250 employers had co-cre-
ated outline content through T Level panels (DfE, 2021b). 
This recourse to employers and meeting their needs is crucial to 
claims for the credibility of T levels, but the different approaches 
and priorities of different panels have led to divergence in the 
types of content, how specific the content is, and how much 
time it will take to learn. The length of time indicated for the T 
level route associated with education and childcare comprises 
844 guided learning hours in total, while the engineering and 
manufacturing design and development T level route comprises 
1,360 guided learning hours. The overall balance of the delivery 
across the T levels is around 80 per cent college-based and 20 
per cent workplace-based learning, the latter to be carried out 
while on placement. 
The content of T levels is more substantial than for other exist-
ing equivalent level 3 vocational qualifications like BTECs.  
Each T level has a stated equivalence to three A levels and so, 
unlike BTECs, they cannot be combined with A levels. T levels 
are made up of three components as set out by IFATE. These 
three components are the,

· technical qualification (TQ) [which] is the main, class-
room-based element. Students will learn about their cho-
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sen sectors through a curriculum designed by employers 
and developed by an awarding organisation (AO)

· industry placement [which] runs for a minimum of 315 
hours (45 days) overall and will give students practical 
insights into their sector and an opportunity to embed the 
knowledge and skills learned in the classroom

· English, maths and digital provision is also built into the 
classroom-based element of the T Level, meaning students 
will be given a solid foundation of transferable skills

 (IFATE 2022a) 

Unlike existing BTECs which are continually assessed, T levels 
have written examinations set by the external awarding organ-
isation at the end of each year, a skills competency test, and an 
employer set project to be completed during the placement. Stu-
dents only achieve their T level award if they pass each element, 
which as our study indicates is a concern for T level teachers. 
Yet, that form of assessment which mimics A levels has also been 
linked to the quality of the T levels, and it is to the conception 
of quality that we now turn.

4. CONFUSION AND QUALITY IN ENGLISH VET

Winch (1996, pp.14-16) outlined the measures of quality that 
have been adopted from “manufacturing private practice by pub-
lic sector education” in the UK. According to Winch, these are:

· formal measures of quality assurance, including national 
inspection regimes;  

· customer response, including course evaluations by 
 students;
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· increased market orientation, which is most apparent in 
the UK’s higher education system but is perceptible in 
competition between FE providers;

· increasing documentation, which is often associated with 
the first point, and which may include statistical com-
parisons or benchmarks for recruitment, achievement or 
 outcomes.

Each of these measures can be seen in English VET, and par-
ticularly in the introduction of the new T levels. As mentioned 
above, this sector of education is very highly regulated so Ofsted, 
the government’s educational inspectorate, will formally inspect 
providers of T levels, which will also be scrutinised by IFATE. 
All students in FE colleges complete satisfaction surveys, the 
results of which are often used to compete with rival institutions 
in the market for students.  Each of these measures is associated 
with bureaucracy that many practitioners in FE find burden-
some. But, while these measures founded in commerce may pur-
port to gauge or assure quality, in this instance for T levels, none 
adequately define what quality is. As Winch (1996, p.17) argues, 
the educational relationship between teacher and student is dif-
ferent to a commercial one, because the teacher is seeking to 
change the student, she is not seeking a customer’s return visit. 

These measures with their roots in commerce also indicate suc-
cessive governments’ lack of trust in the VET system to pro-
duce what they deem to be the right kind of graduate with 
the right kind of aptitudes for the economy (Wheelahan and 
Moodie 2018, p.129). Winch (1996, p.1, original emphasis) notes 
that the “main issue driving modern concerns about quality is 
that of accountability” and for the government in England that 
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accountability for the quality of T levels is, above all, to employ-
ers. Therefore, as previously mentioned, the role of employers in 
their design and how employers recognize them are emphasised 
time and again in the specific context of their quality. For exam-
ple, in the government’s strategic guidance to IFATE cited above 
(DfE 2021a, section 3.2) is this request:

In 2021-22, the Institute is asked to ensure that T levels are 
developed in accordance with the overarching technical edu-
cation programme and are of a consistently high quality, in 
that they meet employers’ needs and provide a strong educa-
tional platform for learners.

This approach follows decades of promoting the leadership of 
employers in VET policy, even though British employers take on 
less responsibility for training than, for example, their German 
counterparts (Busemeyer, 2015, p.78). Employers in England 
are also reluctant to spend money on training their employees 
(Mason, 2020), as demonstrated by the diminishing expendi-
ture on skills development (Keep, 2020). So, within English 
VET, employers have what Gleeson and Keep (2004, p.50) 
referred to as “voice without responsibility.” IfATE’s website 
(2022c) states that they are actively recruiting for T level panel 
members who “are, without exception, outstanding representa-
tives of the industries in which they work, carefully selected to 
undertake this important role.” Yet, employers do not all speak 
with one voice even in the same sector and a glance at the mem-
bers of the T level panels (DfE, 2022b) reveals that they are far 
from representative of industry in England, however commit-
ted to T levels they each may be. At around a dozen members 
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on each of the fifteen panels, how could they be representative 
of industries as diverse as construction or banking and finance? 

So, beyond the rhetoric it remains questionable just how much 
influence employers have (and see Keep, 2006), which places 
doubt on how much employers can be true arbiters of quality 
in T levels.

All the above signifies that the quality of T levels is not well 
conceptualised or understood. As shall be described in the next 
section, meeting the requirements of employers is not how T 
levels are judged by the teachers we interviewed. General voca-
tional education, as Bathmaker (2013) argues, is pulled in differ-
ent directions, expected to enable progression both to employ-
ment as well as to higher education, and the latter is evident 
in our interviews with T level teachers. Sainsbury (2016) may 
have eschewed the terms of the academic/vocational divide, 
and the government may be stressing the distinctiveness of T 
levels, but comparisons with existing academic qualifications 
are still made by parents and potential students. Those com-
parisons pertain to perceptions of quality, even if implicitly, as 
the next section examines.

5.1 THE PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICE  
OF T LEVEL TEACHERS

As noted previously, in 2021 we carried out a study* to better 
understand: how successfully the purpose and distinctiveness 
of T levels were being communicated to those who will teach 

* The study was funded by the Education and Training Foundation
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them; and how teachers were preparing to teach T levels differ-
ently or otherwise from other courses. That study highlighted 
the difference in perceptions of quality between government 
and teachers, which provide the focus of this chapter. Data was 
gathered through semi-structured interviews with T level teach-
ers during the third term of the first academic year of T lev-
els (2020-21) at a time when the country was still very much 
affected by the pandemic. All the teachers had been informed 
about the study and their rights, including the measures to ano-
nymise them and their institutions, and they had each subse-
quently provided written consent for their involvement. While 
much teaching in FE colleges had by then returned to face-to-
face sessions on campus, colleges were coping with many courses 
as well as placements being badly affected by the government’s 
lockdowns and by individuals being required to self-isolate.

Altogether we completed fourteen online interviews of between 
40 and 60 minutes with T level teachers at eleven FE colleges 
that were involved in wave one or two of the introduction of T 
levels: five teachers in construction courses; three in education 
and childcare; one in digital; two in health; and one in health-
care science. Participants in our sample had a very wide range 
of industrial experience before they had entered teaching rang-
ing from one or two years to many decades. Most were near 
the beginning of their teaching careers, however, and some had 
been expressly selected to teach these new qualifications because 
of their enthusiasm and their talent for teaching. Importantly, 
most of these interviews took place before the government 
announced its intention to remove funding from other quali-
fications, including BTECs.
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The interviews were transcribed and analysed to produce themes 
relating to, for example, perceptions of the new courses, available 
resources, decisions on planning, and assessment. One important 
theme we identified was quality in relation to the new courses, 
which we will expand on below. The interviews were charac-
terised by participants’ commitment to ensuring the success of 
these new courses. The nationally organised training provided 
had been particularly effective in the formation of a cohort of 
T level teachers who explicitly wish to collaborate to enhance 
their practice. Moreover, the major investment associated with 
T levels had helped to introduce the new courses; participants 
appreciated the smaller class sizes, the excellent resources, and the 
time to prepare that investment had enabled. Participants were 
positive about T levels and the very considerable investment in 
colleges for resources associated with T levels had encouraged 
these teachers to feel part of an important and well-supported 
initiative. Some, however, did consider that given the tiny num-
ber of students on T level courses at the time (around 1300 in the 
whole country), that investment was unsustainable.
 In relation to perceptions of quality in T levels, three sub-
themes emerged: quality related to rigour, assessment, and 
exclusivity; the absence of quality related to employer engage-
ment; and quality related to progression, especially to university 
study. We discuss each of these themes in turn.

5.2 QUALITY RELATED TO RIGOUR, ASSESSMENT 
AND EXCLUSIVITY 

The broad level of the T level qualification was considered by 
interviewees to be higher than existing level 3 courses across all 
of the first and second wave subjects covered within this study, 
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and more comparable in some cases to a level 4 qualification. 
T levels were seen to be more rigorous because they demand 
more knowledge than comparable qualifications (for example 
of science for the health T level) but these greater demands were 
positively perceived by participants. As one teacher put it, “it’s 
not too much, but it is different and more extensive”. This also 
meant, however, that many of the participants did not perceive 
T levels as universal qualifications accessible to the mainstream 
of students attending FE colleges, in the way that BTECs are. 
One described them as a “bit of a niche product” and another 
described how they play a different role to BTEC in the field 
of education and childcare, for example. All our participants 
agreed that T levels were aimed at high-achieving students, 
which was reflected in the students they were recruiting to the 
programmes, and that perception of exclusivity was also associ-
ated with the perceived quality of the T levels. That is at odds 
with the government’s intention that T levels become a univer-
sal qualification, however. Some perceived T levels to be too 
academic, however. A business teacher said: “I do think that it’s 
too academic a course. I think it is, personally, more like an A-level 
than an actual technical qualification that we already teach”. We 
will return to this perception again.

One construction teacher compared the extensive placement 
period favourably with what is expected for BTEC in relation 
to involvement with employers, which was a view common to 
most of sample:

there’s a lot more work placement involved, whereas there’s not 
so much work placement in BTEC. So it gives them the industry 
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knowledge, it gives them a taste of what it’s going to be like, and 
if that’s the route they want to take then they might think, “oh, I 
wanted to be a quantity surveyor but actually I’ve looked at proj-
ect management and I’d prefer to go down that route”.

Those long placements distinguish T levels and encapsulate their 
strong employer/employment ethos, but such long placements 
will be difficult to find if T levels are going to attract the kind of 
numbers currently involved with BTECs. T levels are also dis-
tinguished from other level 3 vocational courses by their end of 
year assessment, which is much more like A levels. Among our 
participants, this form of summative assessment was perceived 
to be especially problematic and restrictive to the expansion of 
T levels. One health teacher said: 

being from a predominantly BTEC teaching background where 
coursework is the main assessment method to suddenly now be 
teaching an exam assessed qualification is quite daunting, and it 
just changes things. I like change and I like challenging myself so 
I don’t mind that, I’m quite excited. But I know for other staff it’s 
quite daunting.

A business teacher was less positive about the “daunting” 
demands of the final assessment for her students:

asking them to remember eight theories for one part of the assess-
ment that again we didn’t cover in Uni[versity], again baffles 
me, what they’re asking them to learn. I think they’re over-assess-
ing and over-stimulating where it’s not needed. They could poten-
tially have four key theories and stick to the four key theories, 
which would work better
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The conclusion of the health teacher quoted above that final high-
stakes assessment “just changes things” is supported by how this 
element of the course is directly affecting recruitment because of 
the wish to only enrol students with a very high chance of suc-
cess. Failing a T level was perceived to be more damaging for a 
student than failing a single A level because T levels are so large 
and because that failure may come right at the end of two years. 
Continuous assessment on other VET courses allows students to 
recover from weaker assessments through their courses, unlike 
T levels. All the colleges represented within the sample were ask-
ing for higher entry qualifications than for other similar level 3 
courses, such as BTECs, for example in science for the health 
pathways. Many of the participants would like to have asked for 
even higher entry grades: “We were debating a five but because of 
our catchment area then we probably wouldn’t have any students 
coming onto the course.” Another explained, “the problem is that 
in the areas we take the students from level five is quite high”. These 
raised entry qualifications meant, as one participant put it, col-
leges were “creaming off the better students” for T levels. Argu-
ably, this may be good for the image of T levels as demanding 
courses for high-flying students, which is integral to the govern-
ment’s plan for a high-quality VET qualification. But that posi-
tive image is vulnerable to the expansion of T levels and the need 
to attract mainstream students with lower prior achievement.

5.3 THE ABSENCE OF PERCEPTIONS OF QUALITY 
RELATED TO EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT 

As repeatedly described above, the official discourse of qual-
ity within T levels relies upon the involvement of employers in 
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their conception and design. While employer panels informed 
the content of T level curricula, there were no examples of any 
sustained or substantial collaboration with employers at college 
delivery level among the data we gathered from our fourteen 
participants in eleven institutions. Apart from the organisa-
tion of placements, which was quite separate from teaching in 
colleges, there was only evidence of ad hoc employer involve-
ment in the delivery of the T levels, though participants were 
keen to make links with employers. Forming and maintaining 
links to employers may have been impacted by the pandemic, of 
course, but this finding suggests a gap between the presentation 
of T levels as being employer-led and how they are perceived 
and organised in practice by teachers. That gap further exposes 
the fragility of a justification of T levels’ quality based on the 
involvement of employers because employers have only been 
peripherally involved in their delivery in these eleven colleges.

5.4 PERCEPTIONS OF QUALITY RELATED  
TO PROGRESSION 

Like any qualifications, T levels are being judged by what they 
lead to, a place in university or a well-paid job, as demonstrated 
in the T level teachers’ responses during our study. Progression 
from T levels onto employment or further study was considered 
to be problematic among our participants and that impinges 
on the perceived quality of T levels among teachers. Opportu-
nities for progression onto apprenticeships, employment with 
training or further study were described as differing according 
to the expectations and traditions of the industries associated 
with each T level route; they do not differ according to the con-
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tent of the qualification. Construction T level students might 
progress onto a degree apprenticeship, for example, but degree 
apprenticeships are much less common in childcare or in the 
digital industries. That lack of established progression path-
ways from T levels is especially problematic for entry to univer-
sities, which remains the aim of most 16-19-year-olds and espe-
cially those with the good entry grades that T levels have so far 
attracted.  We have noted above that BTECs provide an estab-
lished route into higher education, which T levels currently do 
not. The government has had to move to encourage universi-
ties to recognise T levels after many, including many of the top-
rated universities, had declined to do so (Camden, 2022). That 
affects perceptions of quality among teachers, and students, far 
more than the involvement of employers in the design of T lev-
els.  Paradoxically, these occupationally focused qualifications 
are being judged by their acceptance by universities, rather than 
their acceptance in the workplace. Yet, for T levels to have parity 
with academic A levels in progression to HE could directly lead 
to academic drift (Kelly, 2017, p6.), which risks compromising 
their primarily technical and employment-focussed purpose (see 
Higham & Yeomans 2007). That is, it jeopardises their stated 
raison d’être. 

6. CONCLUSION

The government has invested much money and effort into the 
development and implementation of T levels, which are cru-
cial to their stated plans for improving opportunities for young 
people and for economic development in England. They have 
consistently stated that these qualifications are high quality, but 



568

to be perceived to have quality, qualifications must have credi-
bility among stakeholders. For the designers of T levels, the pre-
eminent criterion for quality is what one group of stakeholders 
wants or is perceived to want; that group is employers. How-
ever, as discussed above, the involvement of employers in the 
design of T levels is based on the involvement of few people who 
only represent few employers; and involvement of employers in 
their delivery is, on the basis of our interviews, negligible. So, 
this foundation for quality is weak. Not only that, but employer 
involvement is also peripheral to how some T level teachers in 
our sample perceive quality. 

So, what are perceptions of quality in VET qualifications such 
as T levels based on? To begin to address that we need to iden-
tify what such qualifications are for, and then we might judge 
how well they meet their purpose because quality has to relate to 
some criteria and context, whether explicit or assumed. Wheela-
han and Moodie (2018, p.137) explain the three functions of 
qualifications, on which VET policy is predicated:

1. In the labour market, to help guide entry to workforce or 
higher occupational levels.

2. In education, to provide a pathway to further or higher 
study.

3. In society, as a preparation for independent life as an 
adult; to widen access to tertiary education; and to sup-
port social mobility by providing opportunities for meri-
tocratic progression, especially for those who are disadvan-
taged.



569

By any of those criteria, T levels are yet to gain credibility, which 
may be because they are new and because other existing quali-
fications such as BTECs and A levels can be seen to adequately 
fulfil those three functions. Those are obstacles that any new 
qualifications must overcome if they are to become established 
as mainstream and those are obstacles that led to the failure of 
two other suites of VET qualifications like T levels since 2005. 
Simply asserting their quality was insufficient for them to gain 
credibility. This time, the government has sought to ensure that 
T levels are perceived to be demanding in terms of knowledge 
and that their assessment of knowledge mirrors practice in cred-
ible academic qualifications through having examinations. Yet, 
as Hyland (1994, pp.69-70) explains, “the assessment of knowl-
edge in educational contexts rarely involves an evaluation of 
performance” that might be of use to employers. For Gamble 
(2018, p.38) this “is the conundrum that has bedevilled voca-
tional education through the years”. It is not a conundrum that 
the designers of T levels have addressed, but it is apparent in our 
data. The demands of knowledge and assessment which several 
participants in our interviews associated with their quality also 
rendered T levels for them as elite qualifications, not universal as 
planned by the government. For those participants, high quality 
meant elite, suggesting that universal qualifications could not 
have the same high quality. So, among our T level teacher par-
ticipants, some may align with the government in perceiving the 
quality of T levels as being associated with their traditionally 
academic, examination-based form of assessment of knowledge. 
At the same time other participants complained that precisely 
these academic forms of assessment were pulling the qualifica-
tions away from their primarily vocational purpose. 



570

Winch (1996, p24) provides a philosophical way forward in the 
following: 

If there is a distinctive approach to quality or worthwhileness 
in education, it should be concerned with the achievement of 
consensually negotiated and agreed aims within the context of 
an appropriate form of democratic accountability.

No such consensual negotiation has taken place for T levels. So 
they face the inequality of English society reproduced through 
education and particularly through the division of young people 
into “‘academic’, ‘technical/vocational’ and, to be brutal, all the 
rest” as Pring et al. (2006, p.9) suggested has occurred for over 
seventy years. While the academic route to university is favoured 
and valorised over alternative vocational routes, the academic 
route will be perceived as having more quality, and T levels will 
struggle to be accepted.
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with funding from the Department of Education, Stockholm 
University. 

EDITORIAL TEAM

EDITORS

Professor Lázaro Moreno Herrera, Stockholm University,  
Sweden

Professor Marianne Teräs, Stockholm University, Sweden
Professor Petros Gougoulakis, Stockholm University, Sweden
Dr. Janne Kontio, Stockholm University, Sweden
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EDITORIAL BOARD

Dr. Annica Isacsson, Haaga-Helia, University of Applied 
 Sciences, Finland

Professor Christian Helms Jørgensen, Roskilde University, 
Denmark

Dr. Christof Nägele, University of Applied Sciences, 
 Switzerland

Associate Professor Eleni Prokou, Panteion University, Greece
Professor Fernando Marhuenda, University of Valencia, Spain
Associate Professor Francesca Salvà Mut, University of the 

Balearic Islands, Spain
Professor Gun-Britt Wärvik, Gothenburg University, Sweden
Associate Professor Harm Biemans, Wageningen University, 

The Netherlands
Dr. Haryanti bt Mohd Affandi, National University of 

 Malaysia, Malaysia
Professor Hiroshi Numaguchi, Daitobunka University 

Tokyo, Japan
Professor Juan Antonio Mena Lorenzo, University of Pinar 

del Río, Cuba
Professor Krista Loogma, Tallinn University, Estonia
Dr Maarit Virolainen, University of Jyväskylä, Finland
Dr. Magdolna Benke, University of Debrecen, Hungary
Professor Matthias Pilz, University of Cologne, Germany
Professor Michael Gessler, University of Bremen, Germany
Professor Miguel Pereyra, University of Granada, Spain
Dr. Natasha Kersh, University College London, United 

 Kingdom
Professor Per Andersson, Linköping University, Sweden
Professor Petri Nokelainen, Tampere Universit, Finland
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Professor Ramlee bin Mustapha, Sultan Idris Education 
 University, Malaysia

Professor Stephanie Allais, University of Witwatersrand, 
South Africa

Professor Stephen Billet, Griffith University, Australia
Associate Professor Vibe Aarkrog, Aarhus University, 

 Denmark
Associate Professor Victor Hernandez-Gantes, University 

of South Florida, USA 
All members of the Editorial Board serve also as reviewers.

PUBLISHER

The research book series Emergent Issues in Research on 
Vocational Education and Training is published by the research 
group Vocational Education & Training (VET), at Stockholm 
University in cooperation with the European Research 
Network in Vocational Education and Training (VETNET) 
(umbrella organization: EERA European Educational 
Research Association).

SCOPE

Emergent Issues in Research on Vocational Education and 
Training covers all topics of VET-related research from pre-vo-
cational education (PVE), initial vocational education and 
training (IVET), professional education and training (PET) 
and continuing vocational education and training (CVET). 
Some themes within these areas are as follows:
· Comparison of VET cultures and governance of VET sys-

tems
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· Qualifications frameworks, competence-based education 
and training, and competence assessment

· Work-based learning, skills matching and apprenticeship
· Teachers’ and trainers’ professional development
· VET careers, school-to-work transitions, vocational 

 guidance and counseling
· Green skills, green jobs, greening TVET and sustainable 

development
· Social issues in VET and social impact of VET
· Transversal skills and transferable skills
· Pedagogic and didactics in VET
· Digitalisation of work and learning, industry 4.0 and 

industrial internet of things
· Permeability of the education system, hybrid qualifications 

& dual studies
· History of VET

FREE AND INVITED SUBMISSION

Free chapter submission: Emergent Issues in Research on Voca-
tional Education and Training accepts literature reviews, empir-
ical studies, theoretical chapters, methodological chapters and 
case studies. A chapter should be about 6.000 to 8.000 words 
in length. Manuscript submissions are welcome following calls’ 
deadlines. See guidelines for authors in a separated section.
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PUBLICATION COSTS

Publishing in Emergent Issues in Research on Vocational Educa-
tion and Training requires no processing charges or other publi-
cation fees (e.g. chapter submission charges). Publishing is free 
of costs.

PUBLICATION FREQUENCY

One or two volumes per year. Authors receive a printed copy. 
Print on demand available. 

Why considering Emergent Issues in Research on Vocational 
Education and Training as a venue for your work?
· The research book series is connected to an international 

community of researchers and it is therefore highly appre-
ciated within the international research community.

· The research book series is fully open access. Publication is 
100 % free of costs (also no hidden costs). 

· Authors retain copyright. 
· Chapters undergo a rigorous double-blind peer-review.
· The book series is open for all authors worldwide. We are 

an open community of researchers.
· We use the LOCKSS system (Lot of Copies Keep Stuff 

Save), developed at Stanford University Libraries, and 
DOIs (digital object identifier, provided by Crossref ) for 
each chapter to maintain permanent access to your work.
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2. REVIEW PROCESS AND CRITERIA

A-PRE-SUBMISSION

Potential contributors should first submit an abstract that is 
reviewed by the editorial board as first acceptance step before 
submission of full contributions. Send your proposal via e-mail: 
vetbookseries@edu.su.se

B-SUBMISSION

The submission criteria are as follows:
· The submission has not been previously published, nor 

is it under simultaneous consideration by another book 
series.

· The abstract contains (a) context/purpose, (b) approach/
methods, (c) findings/results and (d) conclusion/key mes-
sage.

· The instructions in the Guidelines for Authors have been 
followed.

· Citations and references are in APA style (American Psy-
chological Association referencing style)

· The author’s(s’) name(s) have been deleted from the text 
and do not appear in the file properties, to ensure a blind 
peer-review.

· The submission file is in Microsoft Word format.
· C-Integrity and originality check

Each submitted chapter undergoes first an academic integrity 
and originality check. For example PlagScan.
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The extent to which a submission matches already published 
sources is indicated via percentages. The percentage is calculated 
by PlagScan. The decision after the integrity check is based on 
the following specific limits:
· 5% - 10% match: manuscript will be sent back to the 

author to revise the manuscript.
· 10% match: manuscript will be rejected.

D-INITIAL SCREENING

· Each submitted chapter undergoes after the integrity 
check an initial screening by the editors. Screening criteria 
are as follows:

· Chapter is within the scope of the research book series
· Author has ensured the integrity of a blind review
· Theory, methods and results are ready for the blind review
· The book series guidelines were followed (e.g. compliance 

with APA Style, 7th Edition)
· The chapter is suitable to address an international audi-

ence (e.g. grammar, style/clarity)
· Chapters that do not meet these requirements are rejected 

after screening.

E-DOUBLE BLIND PEER-REVIEW

Anonymized papers suitable for review are forwarded from the 
editorial office to at least two external reviewers. Review criteria 
are as follows:
· Ethics: The author has met research and publication ethics 

requirements.
· Relevance: The chapter is within the scope of the research 

book series.
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· Framework: The theoretical/conceptual/empirical frame-
work is clearly presented and explained.

· Problem statement: The problem statement is clearly pre-
sented and explained.

· Research questions: The research questions are clearly pre-
sented and explained.

· Research methods: The research methods are appropriate 
and clearly presented.

· Results/findings/conclusions: The results/findings/con-
clusions are adequately and clearly presented and dis-
cussed.

The reviewers recommend with an overall rating:
· Accept
· Minor revisions needed (neither accept nor reject)
· Major revisions needed (neither accept nor reject)
· Reject

F-FINAL DECISION

A third reviewer will be involved if the recommendations of the 
first two reviews are contradictory. The final decision is made 
by the editors.
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3. GUIDELINES FOR AUTHORS

Chapters that do not comply with these guidelines cannot be 
accepted for review.

TWO CHAPTER VERSIONS

Please note that two chapter versions have to be submitted:
· The first version has to ensure a blind peer review, this 

means: (1) The author(s) name(s) must not appear in the 
whole chapter including references. We suggest to replace 
the names by “author”. (2) The address and biographical 
notes must be erased.

· The second version has to be complete with all names 
appearing in the text and references. Please attach the 
second version as a supplementary file in the submission 
process named “non-blind version”. The non-blind ver-
sion should include an additional title page. The title page 
should include besides the title, (1) the name(s) of the 
author(s), (2) the E-mail address(es), mailing address(es) 
and affiliation(s), (3) a brief professional biography of not 
more than 100 words for each named author, (4) indica-
tion of the corresponding author.

Additionally, all figures (charts, diagrams, line drawings, pho-
tographic images, etc.) should be submitted as supplementary 
files with at least 300 dpi (therefore additional to the embedded 
figures in the submitted versions). 
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ENSURE A BLIND REVIEW

To ensure the integrity of the blind peer-review for submis-
sion to this book series book series Emergent Issues in Research 
on Vocational Education and Training, every effort should be 
made to prevent the identities of the authors and reviewers from 
being known to each other. This involves the authors, editors, 
and reviewers (who upload documents as part of their review) 
checking to see if the following steps have been taken with 
regard to the text and the file properties:

The authors of the document have deleted their names from the 
text, using “Author” and year used in the references and foot-
notes, instead of the author’s name, chapter title, etc. In case of 
several authors, please make sure that no author can be identified 
during the blind review process.

With Microsoft Office documents, author identification should 
also be removed from the properties for the file (see under File 
in Word), by clicking on the following, beginning with File on 
the main menu of the Microsoft application: File > Save As > 
Tools (or Options with a Mac) > Security > Remove personal 
information from file properties on save > Save. 

REQUIREMENTS

General requirements:

Language: Chapters which are not in proper English will not be 
accepted and the chapter will not be forwarded to the review-
ers. If English is not your native language, we recommend a 
professional proofreading prior submission.
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APA, 7th Edition: In-text citations and references have to be in 
APA style, 7th Edition. 

Lengths: A chapter should be about 6.000 to 8.000 words in 
length.

Format: The Chapter has to be submitted in Word format. Use 
a normal font (e.g., 11-point Times Roman). 

CHAPTER-SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS

· Title: Please select an informative and specific title. In an 
international context, this usually means that the wider 
research context (region(s), country(ies)) should be men-
tioned.

· Abstract: An abstract should comprise 300-400 words. 
Important: The abstract has to be structured in four parts: 
(1) “context” or “purpose”, (2) “approach” or “methods”, (3) 
“findings” or “results”, (4) “conclusion” or “key message”.

· Keywords: Please choose and name 3–5 keywords. Care-
fully selecting the most appropriate keywords will enhance 
the ability of others to find your chapters. Please use key-
words from “A guide to VOCEDplus subjects and key-
words”

· Headings: The maximum number of levels is three.
· Figures and Tables: (1) All Figures have to be of high 

quality (> 300 dpi), legible and numbered consecutively. 
(2) All illustrations, figures, and tables should be placed 
within the text at the appropriate points. (2) All illustra-
tions, figures, and tables should be numbered and should 
have a title. (3) The title of a table should be above the 
table and the title of a figure should be below the figure. 
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(4) All illustrations, figures, and tables should be cited in 
the text and should be explained. (5) References should be 
put in the legend.

· Abbreviations: If you use abbreviations, please define 
them. If the abbreviation is the name of an organisation, it 
should be written in full once.

· Footnotes and acknowledgements: You can use footnotes 
(but no endnotes) for additional information but not for 
the citation of a reference or for bibliographic details of a 
reference. A footnote should not contain figures or tables. 
Acknowledgments of grants, funds, etc. should be men-
tioned in a footnote at the beginning of your chapter.

· References: The Heading “References” is an unnumbered 
“Heading 1”.

SUBMISSION

Send you proposal via e-mail: vetbookseries@edu.su.se

SUBMISSION PREPARATION CHECKLIST 

As part of the submission process, authors are required to check 
off their submission’s compliance with all of the following items, 
and submissions may be returned to authors that do not adhere 
to these guidelines:

· The submission has not been previously published, nor 
is it under simultaneous consideration by another book 
series. 



589

· The authors’ names have been deleted from the text and 
do not appear in the file properties to ensure a blind 
peer-review. 

Abstract is structured in four parts comprising 300-400 words:
· context (alternative term: purpose)
· approach (alternative term: methods)
· findings (alternative term: results)
· conclusions (no alternative term) 
· Keywords: 3-5 keywords. Carefully selecting the most 

appropriate keywords will enhance the ability of others to 
find your chapters. 

· In-text citations and references are in APA 7th style. 
· The submission file is in Microsoft Word format. 

FURTHER INFORMATION

Publication ethics and malpractice statement:
The editorial team follows the guidelines of the Committee 
on Publication Ethics (COPE) and COPE guidelines for best 
practice. 

PRIVACY POLICY

Our research book series follows the privacy policy of Stock-
holm University Press. Further information available at:
https://www.stockholmuniversitypress.se/site/privacy-policy/

 
 




