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Preface

This book is the second of a two-volume series on initial vocational education
and training (VET) in the Nordic countries. The first volume explores the historical development of the national systems of VET in four Nordic countries:
Sweden, Finland, Norway and Denmark. The second volume examines the
current situation for VET in these countries, comparing how the four VET
systems have responded to a number of common challenges.
The Nordic countries often attract international interest due to their ability to combine high levels of social welfare and equality with high economic
growth. They are often treated as a coherent group with a shared history and
culture, and also due to their similarities regarding the universal welfare states,
the consensual and well-organised labour markets and the egalitarian systems
of education. The focus of these two books is not on the similarities, however,
but on the differences between these countries. While they all transformed
the 9/10-year, compulsory education into comprehensive school systems with
mixed ability classes, their systems of upper secondary education differ considerably. Their VET systems represent very diverging models, with Sweden
and Denmark as the most different systems: a statist and school-based model of
comprehensive schooling (Sweden) and a dual system of collective skill formation (Denmark).
These differences make the Nordic countries a fruitful living experiment,
where diverging forms of VET can be explored in quite similar societies. These
two books investigate why the Nordic VET systems historically developed
along diverging lines, and the implications of these differences for the current
systems. The first volume includes eight chapters on the historical development
of the four VET systems divided into two periods, before and after 1945. In
addition, it includes two comparative chapters with a historical perspective. The
second book examines the strengths and weaknesses of the four VET systems
in relation to four common and interrelated challenges for VET: to simultaneously provide access to the labour market and to higher education, and to
combine the inclusion of disadvantaged youth in VET with high esteem of
VET among young people and employers. In addition to the comparisons of
the four VET systems, the second volume includes comparisons of two multilevel case studies.
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The two books are the result of a research project, Nord-VET (www.NordVET.dk), comprising researchers from seven research institutions from the four
countries. The initial group consisted of Per-Erik Ellström, Linköping University in Sweden, Marja-Leena Stenström, University of Jyväskylä in Finland, Ole
Johnny Olsen, University of Bergen in Norway and Christian Helms Jørgensen,
Roskilde University in Denmark as project leader. In addition, the project has
included the following researchers: from Finland Maarit Virolainen, University
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Linköping University, and Jonas Olofsson, Malmö University; from Denmark
Lene Larsen and Gudmund Bøndergaard, Roskilde University; from Norway
Svein Michelsen, University of Bergen, Håkon Høst, the Nordic Institute for
Studies in Innovation, NIFU, and Anna Hagen Tønder, the Institute for Labour
and Social Research, Fafo.
The formation of the research group grew out of previous Nordic collaboration on VET, school-to-work transitions, students’ drop-out and learning in working life. This explains why the fifth Nordic country, Iceland, is not
included in the project. The group is grateful for the funding obtained from
NordForsk for the period 2013–17 as part of the research programme Education for Tomorrow. Since very little comparative research in the Nordic VET
systems had been done previously, the Nord-VET project spent the first two
years producing 12 country reports, four for each VET system, based on the
examination of common research questions. The reports focussed on (1) the historical evolution of the VET systems, (2) the current situation for these systems,
(3) recent reforms and innovations in VET and (4) multilevel case studies in the
health sector and the construction sector. These reports have been very valuable
for the subsequent comparison across the countries. Our reports and these two
books draw extensively on existing national research on VET. This has presented
challenges to making systematic comparisons, since the existing research has
proved to be very diverse and uneven. In addition, the project covers a very
broad field of research and represents the first attempt to compare the Nordic VET systems. Therefore, our research has an explorative character to some
degree, and some questions are only given preliminary answers. The broad scope
of the project has invited an interdisciplinary approach, which has matched well
with the broad disciplinary background of the members of the research group,
covering sociology, political science, history, youth studies and education studies.
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their institutions for their great contribution to the project.
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1	Vocational education and
training in the Nordic countries
Different systems and
common challenges
Christian Helms Jørgensen
In recent decades, there has been increasing international interest in comparative research in vocational education and training (VET) at upper secondary
level (Greinert, 1999; Thelen, 2004; Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012; Gonon,
2016). While a few earlier comparative studies have included individual Nordic
countries, no systematic attempts have been made to compare the Nordic VET
systems. It is the aim of this book to fill this gap. First, this chapter introduces
the wider Nordic context for four countries: Sweden, Finland, Norway and
Denmark. In addition, the chapter explains the research approach of the book.
The book explores how the Nordic VET systems have managed four key challenges for VET: to offer access to skilled employment and to higher education,
to provide social inclusion for very diverse groups of students, and to maintain
high esteem among young people and companies. The book takes a special
interest in exploring the role of VET in relation to the egalitarian and inclusive
aims of the Nordic welfare states. A strong VET system is important for promoting social equality in a period of growing social inequalities and a dualisation of labour markets (Busemeyer, 2015; Thelen, 2014). A VET system that
provides high-quality intermediary skills can counteract the polarising effects
of, on the one hand, the rapidly expanding system of higher education and, on
the other hand, the precarisation of low-skilled labour. In addition, a strong
VET system is important for the development of high-quality systems of work
and production in the Nordic countries (Dølvik, 2013).
During the last fifty years, the Nordic systems of higher education have
expanded tenfold, and they have been transformed from elite systems to systems
of mass education (Börjesson et al., 2014). This development has generally been
considered an advantage for the shift from an industrial to a knowledge society.
However, vocational skills at intermediary level are still vital for welfare in the
Nordic countries (Kristensen et al., 2015). In addition, concerns have been
raised concerning both the ‘over-education’ of higher education graduates
and also the educational opportunities for young people who do not opt for
higher education. A few decades ago, a large proportion of young people went
directly from compulsory school into the labour market. Today, globalisation,
technological change and the offshoring of production put strong pressure on
low-skilled labour. The opening of the European labour market has increased
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competition for the jobs that were previously available for early school leavers.
This development has raised political alarm regarding young people who are
not in employment, education or training. The concern relates to the potential
long-term social and financial consequences of youth unemployment. In addition, because of demographic changes, the proportion of skilled workers in
the labour force is declining, and this is expected to create a shortage of skilled
labour in key industries in the Nordic countries (BCG, 2015). VET has a key
role in educating and training youths who do not opt for higher education, and
in providing key intermediary skills for all sectors of the labour market.
In addition to these basic objectives, the political aims for VET have multiplied over recent decades. VET is expected not only to prepare youths for
employment in a specific occupation, but also to prepare them for life-long
learning and mobility in the labour market. VET has become an integral part
of a coherent upper secondary school system and is as such expected to promote active citizenship, social integration and personal development. Following the strong growth in higher education enrolment, VET is increasingly also
required to prepare the students for further studies at the tertiary level of education. While the political priority of these diverse objectives is shifting, the
objectives do not replace one another, but seem to be accumulating. Moreover,
policy-makers formulate supplementary aims for VET with shifting emphasis, such as preparing for entrepreneurship, internationalisation, sustainability,
multi-culturalism, etc.
Besides these explicit political objectives, the VET systems fulfil various
implicit social functions. Similar to other forms of Nordic education, VET
shapes and disciplines the upcoming generations into the existing social order
and contributes to reproducing the existing gender order and the social division
of labour (academic/vocational) (Kivinen and Rinne, 1998). VET also provides
‘storage’ for young people in periods with high unemployment, and supports
the personal development and maturation of young people, before they can
enter the labour market. Because of its practical, bodily and manual qualities,
VET is also required to take responsibility for the rehabilitation of disadvantaged youth and ‘weak learners’.
These diverse tasks and challenges for VET are not only competing, but
to some degree conflicting. The same applies to the stakeholders and interest groups around VET who are protagonists of the diverse aims. The state is
involved in VET as a dominant stakeholder with contradictory objectives of
education policy, employment policy, social policy and industrial policy. Shifting governments have given priority to one or more of these objectives, in
accordance with their overall strategies and their social and electoral base. Studies in the theoretical tradition of historical institutionalism has elucidated the
development of coalitions of actors around collective interests in skill formation
(Thelen, 2004; Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012). The formation and institutionalisation of such coalitions in the field of VET have developed along different trajectories in the Nordic countries. VET is located at the intersection
between the education system, the labour market and the employment system,
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and it involves multiple stakeholders from these systems. Therefore, the formation of strong interest coalitions across these systems is decisive for the development of VET and for the development of different forms of governance.
Two different political traditions for governance have shaped the Nordic
VET systems: the strong state and corporatism. For the Nordic Social Democratic parties, a strong centralised state was the main device to reduce the influence of the traditional social elite and to extend the universal welfare state in all
fields of society (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Rothstein, 1996). An important aim
of this state was the establishment of the public, comprehensive school system
in order to break down the class-based society (Wiborg, 2009). This process
implied the marginalisation of employers’ influence and the reduction of workbased learning in VET, especially in Finland and Sweden. The other tradition of
governance to shape the Nordic VET systems is institutionalised corporatism
(Elvander, 2002; Dølvik, 2013). The close collaboration of the labour market
organisations and the state facilitated the successful implementation of longterm macroeconomic policy measures of Social Democratic governments in
the post-war decades. Thus, the average wage increase was tied to increases in
productivity. Another feature was the centralised bargaining and the solidaristic
wage policy that resulted in low levels of wage dispersion and high levels of
minimum wages. This arrangement accelerated the industrial modernisation
process and strengthened the competitive edge of the export industry. In this
way, corporatist governance contributed to the prosperous, export-led growth
and near full employment in the post-war period until the 1970s (Rothstein,
1996; Brandal et al., 2013). While this corporatism became institutionalised for
the regulation of all the Nordic labour markets, it did not develop in the same
way in the field of VET. While corporatist governance came to dominate VET
in Denmark, the state acquired the leading role in the Swedish and Finnish
VET systems, with Norway representing a mixed case. The Nordic VET systems thus represent different outcomes of the rivalry between the state and the
labour market organisations over the regulation of VET.

Comparing how challenges for VET are managed
The first volume of this book series (Michelsen and Stenstrøm, 2018) examines the historical evolution of VET in the four Nordic countries, Denmark,
Finland, Norway and Sweden, from the middle of the 19th century until today.
This volume studies developments over the last two decades and the current
situation for the Nordic VET systems. Both volumes are the result of the NordVET research project (www.Nord-VET.dk), which explores the key challenges
that are defined by the main stakeholders of VET. Carol Bacchi (2009) points
out that political problems are not defined directly by changes in the external
conditions for VET. Challenges are formulated by collective actors based on
their political interests and the desired outcomes of initiatives to manage these
challenges. The project has identified the most important challenges that are
common to the four VET systems. They concern the contested position of
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VET between compulsory schooling and higher education and between the
state-led education system, the labour market and young peoples’ educational
aspirations. These challenges have been identified through analyses of policy
reforms and of institutional changes in the Nordic countries (Michelsen and
Stenstrøm, 2018).
While these challenges are articulated in specific ways in the Nordic context,
they seem to be common to most modern VET systems (Bosch and Charest,
2008; Dumas et al., 2013). The main aim of this book is to explore how these
challenges have been managed through processes of struggle and negotiations
over reforms of VET. The current challenges have been chosen as the focus for
comparison of Nordic VET systems for various reasons. One reason is that a
problem-based approach is fruitful for exploring institutional changes in VET.
Earlier comparative research has shown how VET is embedded in a complex
configuration of complementary institutions. Maurice et al. (1986) demonstrated the institutional complementarities and path dependencies of different
national VET regimes. VET regimes develop and function in interaction with
the employment system, the industrial relations system and the production system. This involves political struggles, compromises and alliances that become
institutionalised over time and evolve along particular development paths. This
approach emphasises how different configurations of institutions acquire stability and continuity, once they have been established. A variety of conceptual
models has been proposed to explain and classify these diverse configurations
(Greinert, 1999; Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012; Gonon, 2016). Conceptual
models of VET systems can be useful tools to highlight similarities and divergence between these systems. However, the categorisation and classification
involve the risk of representing VET as separate and static systems that develop
according to path dependencies and established historical patterns. The mutual
interdependence between the different elements of institutional regimes causes
inertia.
This raises the question of how to compare VET systems when, from a synchronic perspective, they are conceived as discrete entities that each have their
own particular inner logic. The answer from Lutz (1991), which has inspired
this book, is to shift to a diachronic perspective and compare how different
VET systems develop as they manage common challenges. Attention is thereby
focused on the capacities of VET systems to manage internal and external
changes, and on the interests and strategies of the main stakeholders in VET.
This approach determines the structure of this volume. Studying the four different Nordic VET systems in relation to common challenges does not imply
a functionalist approach, which regards this as adaptations to shifts in external
conditions. In this book, VET is seen as a field of struggles between contending
political actors. The concept of ‘VET system’ can therefore be misleading by
suggesting a high degree of inner coherence. The historical studies in the first
volume (Michelsen and Stenström, 2018) demonstrate that the Nordic VET
systems display considerable heterogeneity and combine qualities from different conceptual models. In Norway, for example, VET combines qualities of the
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comprehensive school with an apprenticeship system, and the former strongly
statist Swedish VET system has been reformed to become more market-based
(Lundahl et al., 2013). In a review of typologies of VET systems, Gonon (2016)
argues that the concepts of national systems of VET tend to ignore the large
internal differences within each VET system, which can be more significant
than the differences between systems. In addition, the conceptual construction
of VET systems as ideal types involves the risk of ignoring everything that does
not fit into or falls between the ideal types (Levels et al., 2014; Raffe, 2014).
While typologies are useful as heuristics, they have limited value in empirical
studies of the Nordic VET systems, which combine characteristics from different ideal types.
An argument for conceiving of VET as pertaining to specific models is that of
beneficial institutional complementarities. It is assumed that countries perform
better if their institutions fit together so that the functioning of one institution
enhances the functioning of other institutions. Moreover, some combinations
of institutions are more effective than others, and consequently, countries tend
to incline towards one of these combinations or models. However, based on
the Danish case, Campbell and Pedersen (2007) question this assumption and
argue that hybridity and institutional heterogeneity can provide advantages.
This is in line with our approach that mixed systems might be better able to
balance the multiple competing requirements mentioned above. In our studies
of VET in two different sectors, health and construction, we have found large
differences in each country between these two sectors (Chapters 6 and 7). This
suggests that despite the standardisation of VET programmes in each national
VET system, considerable inner diversity persists. In Sweden, for example, we
find large differences between occupations regarding the links between VET
and higher education. Only 2% of the students from the VET programmes
for the construction sector and car mechanics have taken up higher education
three years after completing VET. The corresponding figure for students from
the childcare and eldercare programmes is over 20% (SCB, 2012). We therefore use the term ‘VET system’ with the reservation that systems can be quite
heterogeneous.
This book compares how the Nordic VET systems manage a variety of
common challenges for VET. This represents a problem-based approach to
comparisons, which can elucidate the strengths and weaknesses of these systems
in relation to key policy objectives. While it is not an aspiration of this book
to provide policy recommendations for managing the challenges, it is intended
as a source of knowledge for policy learning. The chapters aim to clarify the
nature of the diverse challenges and their interrelatedness. This is important,
since reforms tend to focus on one challenge at a time and ignore the trade-offs
in relation to other challenges. As a consequence, reforms can have unintended
consequences that affect the opportunities for managing other challenges. The
concluding chapter summarises the trade-offs in the policy architecture for
VET in order to encourage a more holistic approach to policy making, which
recognises the policy dilemmas. An additional aim of the book is to examine
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some recent experiences from reforms intended to manage challenges and
provide examples of innovations that seek to overcome the trade-offs. These
include hybridizations of existing programmes and the invention of new practices and institutions (see Chapter 5).
As this book takes a case-based approach to comparison, it only to a limited
extent involves comparisons of single statistical indicators. One reason for not
including more statistics is the limited value of the available statistics for comparisons, especially reliable time series. Nordic studies of, for example, youth
unemployment (Albæk et al., 2015) and students’ dropout from education
(Markussen, 2010), have demonstrated the problems involved in comparisons
based on official statistics. Another reason is that the definition of upper secondary VET has shifted considerably over time with regard to what educations and sectors are included in VET, and concerning the delimitation to
what became defined as higher vocational education. The VET systems differ
considerably regarding how and when they expanded into new service sectors,
like retail, office work and public services in health, childcare and eldercare.
Moreover, the boundaries between initial VET and continuing and adult VET
differ in the four countries. Sweden has an upper age limit of 20 years in upper
secondary school, and in 2014 Denmark introduced an age limit of 25 years in
all ordinary vocational programmes and introduced separate programmes for
adults. Taking a case-based approach implies that we define VET in accordance
with the national structures and legal definitions.

Four common challenges for VET
The historical studies (Michelsen and Stenström, 2018) have shown that a main
challenge for the stakeholders in the post-war period was to ensure that VET
could meet the shifting skill requirements in the labour market. Another key
interest was that of the state in forming the upcoming generations into democratic and responsible citizens, and in mobilising the ‘intelligence reserve’ for
the national economy. With the rise of the Social Democratic state (Rothstein,
1996), this was extended to include the abolition of class structure in society
by building a public school for everyone. When universal compulsory education had been realised, the demand for a wider social recruitment to higher
education came onto the agenda in the 1960s. The aim was to dismantle the
elite nature of the state bureaucracy by widening access to the exclusive professions. Providing access to higher education became a challenge for the Nordic
VET systems which, at the time, had weak connections to the universities.
While VET in Sweden and Finland was reorganised in the 1970s and 1990s
to improve the opportunities for students’ transitions to higher education, the
Norwegian and Danish VET systems maintained apprenticeship systems. While
apprenticeships in the two countries had different forms, neither of them provided direct access to higher education.
The political agenda shifted in the 1980s and 1990s, when the increasing
rates of youth unemployment became a major concern. VET was increasingly
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seen as a measure to include and integrate early school leavers and disadvantaged youth. Moreover, the neo-liberal turn in politics and the gradual shift
from welfare towards workfare changed the focus of education from citizenship
to employability (Kananen, 2016; Blossing et al., 2014). It became a major challenge for VET to improve the links between VET and the labour market and
to promote the transition of students into employment. The priority given to
these different challenges has shifted over time, but not so that one challenge
has replaced another. New political expectations and challenges for VET have
been added to the existing challenges and have accumulated over time. While
the timing and the priorities have been different in the four Nordic countries,
they all face some common basic challenges, which this volume has set out to
examine.
The first challenge is how the VET systems have responded to the requirement that VET should provide high and up-to-date competencies for a changing labour market and support the students’ transition to employment. In the
ideal of a Nordic model of education, general qualifications and citizenship
have the highest priority, and in the school-based VET systems of Sweden
and Finland, the acquisition of specific vocational skills has not been regarded
as important. This assumption has been questioned over the last two decades,
and policy-makers in all four countries have taken a keen interest in the modernisation or reintroduction of apprenticeship programmes. Following the turn
towards employability, a crucial question, which is examined in Chapter 2, is
how to provide work-based learning of high quality and with a sufficient number of training placements for the students ( Jørgensen, 2015).
The second challenge for VET is to qualify the students for progression in
the education system to higher education, which is examined in Chapter 3.
As around half of a youth cohort in all four countries enrols in higher education, it appears increasingly as a weakness of the apprenticeship systems of
Norway and Denmark that they do not provide general eligibility for higher
education. Similarly, the Swedish experience with apprenticeships has drawn
attention to the risk of these programmes becoming ‘dead ends’ in the educational system. Other countries with VET systems based on the apprenticeship
model have addressed the challenge of double qualifications or hybrid qualifications that combine a journeyman’s certificate with the exam for admission
to higher education (Powell and Solga, 2010). Chapter 5 examines hybrid programmes that provide access to higher education, as well as direct access to
skilled employment.
The third challenge examined is how the VET systems cope with the problem of low esteem in comparison to the general upper secondary programmes.
Compared to the general programmes, VET enrols a higher proportion of disadvantaged youth, and VET has higher dropout rates of students than the general programmes (Bäckman et al., 2011). Participation in VET in the Nordic
countries has historically been high, but it has been decreasing in Sweden and
Denmark over the last decade. While enrolment is increasing in Finland, a
significant share of students in the Norwegian VET system drop out or switch

8 Christian Helms Jørgensen

to the general programmes after the second year. Chapter 4 examines the challenges of esteem and social inclusion in the Nordic VET systems.
The fourth challenge, social inclusion, is related to the targets set by governments to increase the enrolment and completion rates in upper secondary
education. Labour markets of the future are expected to have little to offer
youths who only have compulsory education. VET programmes that include
work-based learning can be particularly attractive for early school leavers, who
are tired of the ‘bookish’ school, and apprenticeships are known to provide easy
transition to employment (Wolbers, 2007). Chapter 2 examines the attempts to
revitalise apprenticeships in the Nordic countries.
These four challenges are not specific for VET in the Nordic countries, and
the Nordic experiences can be valuable internationally. The Nordic countries
provide favourable conditions for comparison of VET systems, because they
share welfare state models and political cultures, but exhibit significant differences in their models of VET. The Nordic VET systems differ with respect to
their integration with general education and the balance between work-based
learning and school-based learning. They also have different governance structures, especially concerning the involvement of the labour market partners, and
the balance between local-central governance and the degree of standardisation
of the programmes. This situation makes the Nordic countries a fruitful experiment with diverging forms of VET that can be compared in similar societal
contexts. In addition, the weakening of the welfare state provisions and the
increased competition in the labour market has especially hit young people.
The marginalisation of groups of young people and the increasing dualisation of labour markets after the financial crisis in 2008 has led to increased
public concern over the growing level of social inequalities (Busemeyer, 2015).
Despite two decades of neo-liberal reforms, the Nordic countries stand out as
societies with high levels of social equality and welfare. Therefore, these countries are interesting cases to explore as representatives of the egalitarian Nordic
model. However, the ‘Nordic model’ is not a clear-cut concept, and the following sections therefore explore different conceptualisations of the Nordic model.

The Nordic countries – what do they have in common?
The Nordic countries stand out as a separate group in many diverse fields of
comparative studies. Some of the special qualities that are emphasised for these
countries are prosperous economies, social equality, and strong universal welfare
states (Bergh, 2014; Brandal et al., 2013). The Nordic countries shifted from
positions as peripheral, poor, agricultural economies in the middle of the 19th
century, to become among the wealthiest in the world by the end of the 20th
century (Buchardt et al., 2013). Senghaas (1985) identifies a special Scandinavian development path of export-led growth based on industrialisation in the
processing of agricultural products, wood, iron, etc. Due to low levels of social
inequality, the gains from the exports promoted broadly based growth of industries for import substitution.
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The development of the universal welfare states and the egalitarian education systems have roots in the class structures of the pre-capitalist Nordic
societies. Before the advent of capitalism, social inequality was moderate, and
the nobility had a weak position (Wiborg, 2009). In Norway, no class of large
landlords developed, and in Sweden the independent farmers were recognised
early as an independent Fourth Estate (Knudsen and Rothstein, 1994). In Denmark, absolutism weakened the position of the nobility, and the land reforms
in 1789 divided the large estates and created a strong class of peasant freeholders. Here, the processing of agricultural produce was in the hands of the peasants’ cooperative movement, which prevented the development of independent
agro-industrial capital. The late and slow industrialisation resulted in weak
bourgeoisies and strong classes of free peasants in the Nordic countries. Consequently, the liberal parties were based on the rural and urban middle classes and
embraced a Nordic form of social liberalism (Nilsson, 1997).
The new class of freeholding peasants was associated with freedom and equality. Since it was based on market-oriented agricultural production, it tended to
favour free trade, while also opposing the dominance of large capital. In addition, it became the initiator of a popular enlightenment movement from below,
inspired by, among others, the ideas of the clergyman Grundtvig in Denmark.
After the turn of the century, this was paralleled in the workers’ enlightenment
movement and the building of strong labour organisations. Modernisation took
place from below through social movements, concurrently with nation-building
from above, not least through the early establishment of a universal, state education system (Wiborg, 2009; Archer, 1979). The absence of a strong capitalist class provided room for manoeuvre for the states’ nation-building projects.
Finland and Norway only gained national sovereignty in the early 20th century,
and Denmark suffered severe defeats in the 19th century, with the loss of large
territories. Against this background, a national liberalism developed that could
form alliances with the Social Democratic Party’s national strategies for social
reform and social equality. The liberals and the Social Democrats allied in the
successful struggle for parliamentary democracy, and the liberals played a significant role in the introduction of the universal welfare provisions in the late
19th century (Baldwin, 1990).
The extension of universal social security to all stages of life became a key
objective for the Social Democratic parties that became the dominant parties
and entered the Nordic governments during the inter-war years. ‘Red-green’
political alliances between the Social Democratic parties and the liberal parties
agreed on crisis management in the 1930s and provided financial support for
small farmers and unemployed workers. This alliance strengthened the welfare
state alliance and helped contain the radicalisations that took place elsewhere in
Europe (Esping-Andersen, 1990). The exception was Finland, where a civil war
took place after the end of the First World War, resulting in the suppression of
the left wing of the labour movement. Here, broad-based governments were
formed after 1945, mainly based on a coalition between the Social Democrats
and the Centre Party. In all four countries, a Nordic form of Keynesian policy
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developed under governments led by Social Democratic parties that managed
to keep unemployment low until the 1970s. During this period, the provisions
of the welfare states were extended into the fields of education, health, childcare and eldercare, which allowed women to enter the labour market in great
numbers, often as employees in the new welfare state institutions. The risks of
unemployment and poverty were reduced as the state guaranteed all citizens a
minimum income, independent of their position in the labour market, through
old-age pensions, free health services, sickness benefits, etc. The concept of a
Nordic model is most commonly associated with this universal welfare state.
It provides financial grants for young people during study and unemployment,
counselling, support for housing and a range of special needs. These rights are
not means tested and generally apply for everyone from the age of 18 years,
independently of the socio-economic conditions of their family. Emphasis has
previously focused on general social and financial benefits to reduce the risks of
the transition process and avoid marginalisation of young people. This has given
rise to the concept of a universal transition regime in the Nordic countries
(Walther, 2006). Since the 1990s, the focus has shifted from welfare to workfare,
and labour market participation has become increasingly important for the
entitlement to benefits (Kvist and Greve, 2011). The emphasis in public welfare
has shifted from guaranteeing everyone a decent standard of living, to supporting everyone to become employable and self-reliant. As a consequence, there is
a greater focus on the activation of young people through employment, education and training (Kananen, 2016). The financial benefits and the periods of
eligibility have been reduced, and there is more emphasis on individual choices
and responsibilities during the transition process. In addition to the Nordic
welfare state model, other versions of a ‘Nordic model’ are related to the comprehensive school (Antikainen 2006; Wiborg, 2009) and to the Nordic model
of labour market and work organisation (Gustavsen, 2011; Dølvik, 2013). Both
have relevance for the study of VET.

VET and the Nordic model of education
During the inter-war period, schisms inside the Swedish and Danish Social
Democratic Parties prevented unanimous support for the proposal for a comprehensive school (Wiborg, 2009). After the war, it became a clear aim of these
parties to build public, unified school systems with easy passage between the
levels and no dead ends. In addition, extending education to everyone was
regarded as a means to develop democratic and responsible citizens and prevent them becoming attracted to authoritarian movements. The intention was
that comprehensive schools would be realised by breaking down the selective,
divided structure of the former education system, and by integrating the different school types, tracks and streams. These schools would be equally accessible
across the country and include girls, as well as children from disadvantaged
families. It was assumed that this would break down social divisions and inequalities based on social class, gender and spatial disparities (Wiborg, 2009).
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In addition to the egalitarian aims, the education reforms had the objective
of mobilising the full potential labour force of the population to sustain the
growth of the small, open economies. This included the female workforce and
the ‘intelligence reserve’ of the lower classes. What became known as the Nordic model of education thus has a double perspective. One aim was to build ‘a
school for all’ characterised by egalitarian values, inclusion and a universalistic
coverage (Blossing et al., 2014; Telhaug et al., 2006). Another was to build
nation states and open national economies that could remain competitive in
the world market. The project of combining these two objectives has generally
succeeded very well in the Nordic countries, despite the liberalist assumption
of a trade-off between efficiency and equality (Brandal, 2013; Esping-Andersen,
1990; Bergh, 2014).
The nation states were key drivers in the formation of strong, coherent public
education systems in the Nordic countries. After 1945, governments led by the
Social Democratic party, in collaboration with left wing and liberal parties, took
initiatives to abolish the segmented and selective systems of compulsory schooling. In the mid-1960s, this project even involved ideas of creating a common
comprehensive Nordic school model for all Nordic countries (Telhaug et al.,
2006). Initially, the comprehensive school project did not involve VET for the
labour market, which took place after the completion of seven or nine years of
elementary schooling. Especially in Finland and Norway, nation-building was
more important than training an industrial workforce. In Denmark and Sweden, VET was mainly considered an issue for the labour market organisations.
Before 1945, training for occupational work in all the Nordic countries was
mostly organised as an integral part of working life, often in some form of
apprenticeship. In addition, practical work schools were organised by municipalities for young people, who after leaving compulsory school were not prepared for employment or who could not find employment. Among these were
the Norwegian practical continuation school (Framhaldskolen), the Danish
Youth School (Ungdomsskolen), the Finnish Preparatory vocational schools, and
the Swedish workshop schools (Verkstadsskolan), all established during the interwar period. The relations between the full-time, school-based VET and the
work-based apprenticeship systems differed across the Nordic countries, and
VET involved a fragmented variety of different programmes.
In the post-war period, processes of system formation, rationalisation and
integration of VET took place (Archer, 1979). The course and outcome of
these processes differed considerably between the four countries, but some
common patterns can be discerned. Following the formation of coherent VET
systems, VET became differentiated from the employment systems. Initially,
standardisation was weak and the links to local and sectoral interests were
strong, and VET had weak connections to academic education. The political responsibility for specific VET programmes was often distributed across
different authorities and ministries (marine, commerce, industry, health, etc.).
In the 1960s, after two decades of growth, this was considered inadequate for
meeting the changing requirements in a dynamic labour market. The Social
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Democratic governments were critical of the employers’ control of work-based
training and sought to integrate VET under a coherent system of state planning. One aim was to implement a rational, long-term development of the
public education system to promote economic growth and full employment.
Another aim was to provide educational opportunities for all young people
after comprehensive school, and thereby reduce social inequalities. Expanding the opportunities for education for everyone became a key vehicle for the
redistributive goals of the Nordic welfare states. Yet another aim was to prepare
all citizens for active democratic participation and advance the democratic state
control of the economy (Brandal et al., 2013). As a result of successive reforms,
the fragmented VET programmes were standardised, formalised and merged
into coherent VET systems from the 1960s onwards. According to Jónasson
(2003), this involved a steady academic drift and a shift from a strong vocational
dominance to a strong position for general academic education in the secondary schools. In this process, the involvement of the labour market organisations
declined, and school-based forms of VET expanded at the expense of workbased training, though to different extents in the four countries.
In the 1970s, it became a central aim to reduce social inequality by offering access to higher education for all upper secondary students. Consequently,
the academic curriculum in VET expanded and the links between VET and
the labour market weakened. However, this process developed differently
in the Nordic countries. One explanation for this divergence is the variance
of the political interests and coalitions behind the VET systems, especially the
position of the labour market organisations and the strength of the Social Democratic governments (Dobbins and Busemeyer, 2014). Readers are referred to
the first volume in this series (Michelsen and Stenström, 2018), which presents
extensive analyses of the historical evolution of the four Nordic VET systems.
Based on the first volume, short introductions to the development of VET in
the four countries are presented below.
Sweden

In Sweden, apprenticeships played a major role in the early 20th century, but
several attempts to impose binding regulations on the quality of workplace
training failed. Part-time vocational training was offered by separate municipal
schools as a way to meet the growing demand for skills and the concern for the
social integration of the urban youth. Unregulated apprenticeships co-existed
with workshop schools in the inter-war period, when high youth unemployment spurred the growth of municipal vocational schools. In 1938, the dominant labour market organisations of the employers and employees agreed to
regulate vocational training by voluntary collective agreements within each
industry, without any Apprenticeship Act, such as those passed in Norway
and Denmark. The employers’ organisation opposed state regulation and the
employees’ organisation feared that apprenticeships regulated by the state would
be used to put downward pressure on wages. Lacking a binding common
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regulation, the quality of apprenticeships was gradually eroded (Olofsson and
Persson Thunqvist, 2018). During the inter-war period, the Social Democratic
governments in the four countries did not consider VET to be part of the ordinary educational system, and VET was not included in their proposals for the
unified public school system. The main educational efforts of the Social Democratic governments in this period was to abolish the middle school and extend
the unified elementary school, which only partially succeeded. After the war,
the Social Democratic party agreed on a proposal to integrate all school types
up to grade 9 into a non-selective school. After a period of experiments, this
was realised for all schools, though with a separate vocational stream in grade 9
(‘9y’). This vocational stream was not a success, and in 1968 it was replaced with
mixed-ability classes at all levels (Wiborg, 2009). Bergh (2014) refers to studies
that provide evidence that the introduction of the comprehensive school had
a positive effect on equality in the distribution of both education and income,
especially benefitting gifted children whose fathers had a low level of education.
Post-compulsory vocational schools expanded strongly in the post-war
period in connection with rapid industrial growth. The organisation and practices of these schools were quite diverse and fragmented, and the government
took initiatives to integrate them into a comprehensive upper secondary school
system. A reform in 1971 established a unified gymnasium that included vocational education, and it became an icon of the Nordic model of upper secondary school. The curricula of the two-year vocational programmes in this school
were more general than the former vocational schools, and had a broad, preparatory character. The specific vocational qualifications were to be acquired
through work-based training after completion of the programmes. A further
step to reduce the divide between the general and the vocational programmes
came with the reform of 1991. This extended the duration of the vocational
programmes from two to three years and offered eligibility for higher education
in all programmes. After this reform, the youth cohorts attained higher levels of
post-compulsory education, but also higher rates of non-completion of upper
secondary education (Hall, 2012) – see Chapter 8.
The long-term direction of policy towards integration and parity of esteem
of vocational and general education was reversed by the reform of 2011, which
emphasised the difference between the two types of programmes. The vocational content was strengthened, a new apprenticeship programme was introduced and eligibility for higher education was given lower priority. In addition,
a far-reaching decentralisation and marketization of the school system was initiated in the 1990s, and a more differentiated system with larger inequality
between schools has emerged (Lundahl et al., 2013).
Norway

In Norway, industrialization was slow and was dominated by small firms, and
consequently the capacity for coordination among firms was low. Industry and
the crafts could not agree on a common regulation of training, and the state
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regulation in the field was weak. A law passed in 1894 required that apprentices
must pass a journeyman’s test to acquire a craftsman’s certificate, but applied
only for the crafts. In the inter-war period, various proposals for regulation of
apprenticeships and vocational schools were rejected in parliament (Michelsen
et al., 2014). Besides the evening schools for apprentices, municipal continuation schools were introduced. These were targeted at the urban working-class
youth. Vocationally oriented schools developed along two different trajectories, either as full-time vocational schools or as apprentice schools. In addition,
schools for commerce and schools for handicrafts developed separately. As state
regulation was weak, the vocational schools developed in many different directions, often with strong connections to local trade organisations. A seven-year,
comprehensive elementary school system was already introduced before the
Second World War. After the war, the strong Social Democratic governments
sought to extend this school to nine years. It succeeded in 1959 with the introduction of the compulsory two-year youth school, which was divided into general and vocational streams. The nine-year comprehensive school with mixed
ability classes and no streaming was finally established in 1969 (Wiborg, 2009).
In the post-war period, industrial growth and large youth cohorts made the
strengthening of post-compulsory VET a high priority for governments. State
intervention and educational planning increased, and the formation of a coherent VET system started to take shape, but independently of general education.
School-based VET for industry, for commerce, for handicraft and apprenticeships were all regulated separately, and the law on apprenticeships only applied
to the urban areas. This heterogeneous system appeared increasingly inadequate, as the demand for education beyond the comprehensive school increased
strongly in the 1960s. The educational authorities proposed a unified system
with vertical permeability from the lower to the higher levels and without any
dead ends (Michelsen et al., 2014). A reform in 1975 integrated school-based
VET with general education in a more comprehensive upper-secondary education system. Apprenticeships were kept outside and regulated by a separate
law that was extended to cover both urban and rural areas. An increasing level
of enrolment of adults in apprenticeships and high youth unemployment created capacity problems in VET and prolonged youth transitions in the 1980s.
In a reform in 1994, all young people aged 16–19 obtained a statutory right to
three years of upper secondary education, which thus became an age-specific
school for youth. General and vocational education, including apprenticeships,
were included in the new upper secondary school. In this system, which is still
in place, the standard model for the VET programmes was two years of schoolbased education, followed by two years of apprenticeship training in a workplace. This system came to include new service industries such as health, retail
and office work. Generous state subsidies were available to make the supply of
apprenticeships match the demand of the students. Students who were unable
to find an apprenticeship could complete VET in a school-based third year
that provided a final exam of equal value. The first two years’ courses included
more theoretical subjects, and they were broadened to postpone the choice of
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a specific occupation. Moreover, after completing two years of school-based
VET, the students could shift to a third year that prepared them for higher education. The ordinary four-year VET programmes did not provide eligibility for
higher education. The reform in 2006 adjusted this basic 2+2 model in order
to ease the transition from the first school-based part to the second work-based
part of the education.
Denmark

The strong tradition for apprenticeships in Denmark was challenged by the
transition to free trade, but an Apprenticeship Act in 1889 and reforms in
the inter-war period reinstated a strong regulation of apprenticeship training.
While the divergent interests of the artisans and industry in the other countries
prevented universal regulation of apprenticeships across sectors, such regulation
was established in Denmark. This was due to the dominant position of smalland medium-sized craft-based producers, the weakness of large industrialists
and the strength of the cooperatives in the processing of agricultural products.
An alliance of artisans, industrialists and skilled workers’ unions supported a
uniform legal regulation of apprentices’ training across sectors, including the
commercial sector. This legal framework delegated the authority of supervising the apprentices’ training to the joint trade committees, which were composed of the labour market organisations ( Jørgensen, 2018). In addition, the
strong class of independent farmers represented by the Liberal Party opposed
the centralisation of state power. Because of the weakness of the state and the
strong coalition behind the apprenticeship system, VET was not drawn into
the governments’ nation-building project along with the general school system.
The strong position of apprenticeships limited the opportunities of the municipalities to establish vocational schools in order to reduce youth unemployment
in the inter-war period, as happened in other Nordic countries. Vocational
education did not become part of the Social Democratic governments’ policy
for a comprehensive school system, and was placed in the hands of the labour
market organisations at a very early stage.
In the inter-war period, the Social Democratic Party in Denmark was divided
on the question of the abolishment of the selective compulsory school. The
party initiated a reform in 1937, which introduced a new practically oriented
middle school, parallel to the academically oriented middle school. The practical middle school followed five years of elementary school and was intended
as an option for pupils who would pursue an apprenticeship afterwards, or
who would transfer directly into working life after completing comprehensive
school. Due to criticism of the early selection of children at the age of 11, the
middle school was abolished by a reform in 1958, which also abolished the
separate regulation for schools in rural and urban areas. However, the schools
continued the separation of pupils in a practical and a bookish stream in grade 7
until a reform 1975, which also extended the comprehensive school from seven
to nine years (Wiborg, 2009).
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A reform of apprenticeships in 1956 introduced periods of mandatory dayschool for all apprentices. In the mid-1960s, more than half of a male youth
cohort went into an apprenticeship. In the early 1970s, the left wing of the
Social Democratic Party brought proposals to establish a comprehensive upper
secondary school similar to Sweden. However, a swing to the right in parliament
and a cross-class alliance of employers and craft unions, which dominated the
confederation of trade unions in Denmark, managed to keep the apprenticeship system under the control of the labour market organisations ( Jørgensen,
2018). With a reform in 1991, the new standard VET programme started with
6 or 12 months of school-based training to qualify the students’ choice of a
specific occupation. This was followed by three years of apprenticeship, interrupted by shorter periods of school-based training (typically 10 weeks per year).
This model still prevails, though in a modified format after a reform in 2014.
In Denmark, the comprehensive school was realised later for the compulsory
level than in the neighbouring Nordic countries, and it was never accomplished for the upper secondary level. This development indicates a strong element of path-dependency in the Danish apprenticeship system due to, inter alia,
an enduring cross-class alliance of employers and craft unions. Influenced by
the commitment of the craft unions to apprenticeships, the Social Democratic
Party renounced the demand for abolishment of apprenticeships at an early
stage. Denmark has maintained a strong division between the two tracks of
upper secondary education, with early selection and little vertical permeability
between the tracks. The VET system only offers general eligibility for higher
education in a small hybrid programme from 2011.
Finland

In Finland, industrialisation came late and developed slowly, and nation-building
was a dominant motive for the initiators of a national education system (Kettunen, 2013). Finland gained independence from Russia in 1917, and compared
to the other Nordic countries, the introduction of compulsory elementary
schools took place later and progressed more slowly, especially in the rural
areas. In addition to compulsory schools, continuation classes were offered
that came to include preparatory subjects for crafts and handicrafts. In the
inter-war period, the government took initiatives to develop the continuation school into practically oriented vocational education. In a parallel process,
traditional apprenticeship training was supplemented by evening schools that
developed into craft schools. The emerging large industrial companies had
little connection to the former guilds and started to establish private, vocational schools operating under the guidelines of the ministry. From the 1920s,
school-based preparatory vocational schools aimed at the 14–16-year-olds,
started to develop into the most significant form of VET for crafts and industry (Stenström and Virolainen, 2018). School-based VET developed separately
from the apprenticeship system, and the aim of the vocational schools was
to provide basic vocational skills before one to two years of apprenticeship
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training. Besides vocational skills, teaching in these schools included general
subjects like language, maths, physics and citizenship education. The municipal
continuation schools developed in parallel to the vocational schools until the
end of the 1950s.
The fragmented growth of VET increasingly appeared as inadequate as
industrialisation proceeded, and by the end of the 1920s, the government established a department to systematise and rationalise VET. A motive behind this
was to strengthen VET as an alternative for students from working class origin and women, in order to maintain general upper secondary education as a
stronghold for the social elite. Another motive behind the political initiatives to
develop vocational education was a concern for the social inclusion of youth
from the lower classes in connection with modernisation and urbanisation. In
the vocational schools, youths could be controlled and socialised under the
supervision of the state authorities (Stenström and Virolainen, 2018). After the
war, vocational schools were established in the rural regions in order to reduce
migration of youths to the larger cities. The employee organisations preferred
school-based vocational training to apprenticeships, which they considered as
providing narrow vocational skills and cheap labour for the employers. During
the process of industrialisation, apprenticeships declined, as employers generally did not find investment in apprenticeships beneficial. This can partly be
explained by the strong position of mass production and processing of forestry
products, which did not rely on crafts-based skills. Agriculture and forestry
dominated in the national economy (Senghaas, 1985). The adverse industrial
relations in the inter-war period, when the employer organisations refused to
negotiate collective agreements with unions, were not conducive for the development of a system of collective skill formation.
In the post-war decades, education policy in Finland was strongly inspired
by Sweden, which was regarded as the ideal model of a modern, Nordic welfare state. In the 1970s, a Social Democratic government in Finland established
a unified, nine-year compulsory school system, emphasising the aim of social
equality similar to the other Nordic countries. However, ability-based streaming
continued until 1983. Subsequently, upper secondary education was reformed
to provide opportunities for post-compulsory education for all young people
leaving the comprehensive schools. This included a school-based VET system
like in Sweden, but unlike Sweden, the vocational and academic tracks were
not unified into a comprehensive upper secondary school system. Apprenticeships had a marginal position aimed at adults and early school leavers. In the
1980s, a new reform integrated VET systematically into the state education
system, and established a direct progression route from VET to higher education. The number of specialisations were reduced significantly, and a modular
structure was introduced in VET in 1995. In order to reduce the high rates of
youth unemployment in Finland, the links between VET and the labour market were improved after the turn of the century. All programmes must include
at least 6 months of work-based learning in internships. In addition, assessment
is organised in collaboration with companies in ‘skills demonstrations’. The
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Finnish VET system has emerged as a mainly school-based, statist system, but
unlike the Swedish system, it is a binary system with separate institutions for
academic and vocational education.
Four different VET systems

To summarise the development in the four countries, vocational education had
a peripheral position in Social Democratic education policy until the 1960s.
The priority was to create a universal, comprehensive compulsory school for
all children. This project was realised in stages in all four countries in the period
from 1960 to the 1990s for the nine-year compulsory school. It was achieved
by first ending the selection of pupils into different schools, tracks and classes
of different worth, levels and lengths. Next, by ending streaming of the pupils
and keeping them together in mixed-ability classes in the transition through the
school system (Wiborg, 2009). In international comparisons, the Nordic countries are consistently identified as among the most equal in the world (Bergh,
2014), and the non-selective, comprehensive school system in these countries
contributes to this position (Parker et al., 2016; Pfeffer, 2008).
In the 1970s, the next step for the comprehensive school project was to
extend it to the upper secondary level of schooling. An important objective
for this policy was to reduce the strong social selection of students in higher
education, by offering all students at upper secondary level the opportunity
to acquire eligibility for higher education. While the compulsory schools
developed along similar lines in the four countries, upper secondary education
developed along different trajectories. The unified school was realised most
consistently at this level in Sweden, due to, among other things, the strength of
the Social Democratic Party, the long tradition of school-based VET and the
decline of apprenticeships (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist, 2018). The Swedish gymnasium offered eligibility for higher education in the general as well
as in the vocational programmes, even though this quality is conditional after
the latest reform in 2011. Finland followed the Swedish path, but maintained a
binary system of upper secondary education. Lasonen and Young (1998) characterise the Finnish VET system as a case of mutual enrichment and Sweden
as a case of unification of the different strategies to achieve parity of esteem
between vocational and general education. In a sequential model, the Norwegian upper secondary school combines the qualities of the comprehensive
school with the advantages of the apprenticeship model. Denmark represents
the most significant ‘exception’ to the Nordic school model, because of the
early tracking by the start of upper secondary education and the strong separation between the apprenticeship system and the gymnasiums that prepare for
higher education. While the Nordic VET systems differ with regard to tracking
and selection, they are all categorised as strong systems that contribute to social
equality, because they offer a valuable alternative for students who do not take
the academic route (Busemeyer, 2015).
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VET and the Nordic labour market model
In addition to the Nordic model of education examined above, a Nordic labour
market model has been identified. The implications of this model for VET are
explored in the following. The Nordic labour market model is characterised by
centralised bargaining, consensual industrial relations and strong labour protection (Elvander, 2002; Dølvik, 2013). This is supported by strong employer and
worker organisations, unitary, non-confessional unions and a strong system of
corporatist collaboration and mediation. The historical timing of the institutionalisation of centralised bargaining and corporatism differ somewhat across
the four countries. We also find differences in labour organisation, as Sweden
established industrial unions early and Denmark maintained craft-based unions
(Dobbins and Busemeyer, 2014). In all four countries, the high union density
and high coverage of the collective agreements have limited the emergence of
a separate youth labour market with precarious employment. The tradition for
centralised wage setting and the solidaristic wage policy has produced compressed wage structures, which results in relatively high minimum wages, even
for young and unskilled workers. The high wage levels give employers incentives to invest in labour-saving technology and employ labour with high levels of skills (Busemeyer, 2015). It also encourages employers to pursue a high
skills production strategy that takes advantage of the low costs for high skills.
The Nordic countries have strong VET systems, which provide high-quality
intermediary skills and constrain the dualisation of labour markets between the
rapidly growing group of higher education graduates and a group of low-skilled
workers (Busemeyer, 2015). In addition, strong employment protection in the
Nordic countries (except for Denmark) gives employers incentives to employ
highly skilled labour and to engage in the training of low-skilled workers (Kristensen et al., 2015). While the low skill differentials in pay might give employees
little economic incentive to upgrade their skills, the Nordic countries have high
levels of public spending on education and further training with no or low fees.
In addition, an extensive active labour market policy has given high priority to
reducing the risks of unemployment and to getting the unemployed back into
employment through retraining, mobility support, etc. (Kananen, 2016).
All the Nordic countries developed strong institutions for multi-level cooperation on wages, working conditions, labour protection and codetermination
after 1945. However, it was only in Denmark and partly in Norway that a
similar system of centralised cooperation was established around collective skill
formation. While the labour market organisations in all countries were strongly
involved in the early stages of the modernisation of vocational training, they
tended to be marginalised, as VET was integrated into a coherent system of
upper secondary education. In general, the stronger VET becomes vertically
and horizontally integrated into the overall education system, the weaker are
the linkages to the labour market (Powell and Solga, 2010). The Nordic VET
system evolved along different trajectories and developed different types of
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connections to the labour market and to general and higher education. In Sweden and Finland, it has been a priority to offer all young people eligibility
for higher education in an integrated, full-time upper secondary school, while
giving low priority to work-based learning of vocational skills. Denmark, on
the contrary, maintained and expanded the apprenticeship system, where the
labour market organisations have a strong position. Labour in Denmark has
maintained organisations based on crafts, while industrial organisations were
established early in Sweden (Dobbins and Busemeyer, 2014). The Norwegian
model represents a hybrid, with two years of school-based education followed
by two years of apprenticeship training or alternatively, a third supplementary
school-based year qualifying for higher education.
Earlier comparative research has emphasised that different societal models
of connecting VET systems with labour markets have implications (a ‘societal
effect’) for the segmentation and stratification of labour markets and for the
organisation of work at the organisational level (Maurice et al., 1986). Studies
of the German VET system demonstrated how training based on standardised occupations corresponds with work organisations along occupational lines
and high autonomy. In Germany, companies engage in broad multi-skilling
that enables the ‘professionalisation’ of work at intermediary levels of work
organisation (Deissinger, 1998). From this research, it could be assumed that the
apprenticeship systems of Norway and Denmark are associated with stronger
occupational labour markets and job discretion, compared to the more statist VET systems of Sweden and Finland. However, despite differences in the
Nordic production regimes and VET systems, employees in all the Nordic
countries generally have a high quality of work-life and a high degree of job
discretion (Gallie, 2009). Work-life research has identified a common Nordic model of work-life and management (Gustavsen, 2011), characterised by
flat hierarchies with low power distance and high employee involvement
and autonomy (Dølvik, 2013; Gallie, 2009). The historically strong position
of labour unions helps to explain the high degree of work autonomy in the
Nordic countries (Edlund and Grönlund, 2010). In addition, the high levels
of education and employment protection and the low wage differentials tend
to facilitate non-hierarchical organisations with high levels of job discretion.
Moreover, the relatively low levels of unemployment and high levels of social
security associated with the Nordic welfare state has worked against authoritarian forms of management and work organisations. The gradual reduction
of social security and the shift from a welfare regime towards a new workfare
regime in recent decades (Kananen, 2016) is a challenge for the future of these
characteristics of work in the Nordic countries.

VET between social demands and
labour market requirements
All the four VET systems have developed in the field of tension between the
demand for skilled labour in the labour market and the social demand for
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education of young people. Due to differences in the governance of the Nordic
VET systems, they have given priority to one or the other of these demands.
The main priority of the statist upper secondary school is to provide educational opportunities for all young people, while the systems of collective skill
formation and apprenticeships are more sensitive to the requirements in the
labour market. The states can adapt the Swedish and Finnish VET systems to
the demands of young people leaving compulsory school. A higher proportion of 21-year-olds in these two countries has completed upper secondary
education compared to the two countries with apprenticeships. The capacity
of the apprenticeship systems depends on the supply of training placements
offered by employers. The situation in the training market mirrors the general
employment situation of the training companies and the industry. This linkage
between the demand in the training market and the labour market reduces the
risk of mismatch, as the number of entrants in specific occupations is linked
to the employment situation and the demand for labour. However, while the
apprenticeship system creates a closer link between supply and demand in the
labour market, apprenticeship systems also systematically create mismatch problems. When an economic downturn hits and firms start to downsize, they normally also stop recruiting new apprentices. During recessions, the training of
apprentices is reduced strongly, and an upturn is often followed by a shortage
of skilled labour. This can prevail for years, as the training of new apprentices
typically takes four years.
The recruitment to the VET programmes in Norway and Denmark is not
regulated directly by the number of apprenticeships. All programmes start with
one or two years of school-based training. In many of the most popular VET
programmes in Denmark, access to the first school-based courses is limited by
quotas in order to adapt the number of students to the number of apprenticeships available. In other occupations, where a shortage of labour is expected,
the students are guaranteed a training placement. If apprenticeships are not
available, the vocational schools in Denmark and Norway provide schoolbased training. In Norway, the municipalities (‘fylkeskommunene’) are responsible for the vocational schools. Their adaptation of the enrolment level to
the demand in the labour market is quite weak, as the size of the programmes
is more dependent on the capacity of the schools (Høst, 2012). As a result, a
deficit of students in relation to the demand for labour is common in some
programmes, and a deficit of apprenticeships in relation to students’ demand
arises in other programmes. This is one reason why a substantial proportion
of students abandon their vocational aspirations and switch to the general
programmes in the third year in Norway. Until the early 1990s, the capacity of the vocational programmes in Sweden was determined by local and
regional authorities, based on assessments of the demand for labour. Following
the deregulation and the introduction of students’ free choice of school and
decentralisation, the schools primarily adjust their capacity to the students’
level of demand, which tends to increase the mismatch problems in the labour
market (Olofsson and Panican, 2015).
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VET and the Nordic transition systems
The focus of interest in this volume is on how the Nordic VET systems manage
the dual challenge of supporting the students’ transition to skilled employment
and to higher education. The concepts of ‘transition systems’ (Raffe, 2008) and
‘transition regime’ (Walther, 2006) are useful for exploring this issue. The concepts draw attention to the critical thresholds and points of selection in students’ movements into, through and out of VET. This can elucidate the relative
strengths and weaknesses of the Nordic VET systems regarding processes of
selection regarding social background, ethnic origin and gender. While young
peoples’ agency and strategies are important for their transitions, this chapter focuses on the institutional architecture and the opportunities provided
by the different Nordic VET systems. Pohl and Walther (2007) characterise
the Nordic countries as representing a universalistic regime for young peoples’ transition from school to work. This transition regime provides strong
and multi-dimensional support that reduces the risks involved in the transition
process (Walther, 2006). Governments in the Nordic countries have given high
priority to offering access to post-compulsory education for all young people
and to keeping youth unemployment low ( Jensen, 2015).
The Nordic welfare state prioritises individual autonomy by providing social
benefits independent of socio-economic status. Although it is often characterised as a collectivist regime, the universal benefit system releases the individual
from dependency on the family and private charity. The high level of social
security might contribute to prolonging the transitions from school to work
in the Nordic countries. Young people have opportunities to try out different
educations, make switches and reorientate their lives (Walther, 2006). Children
in the Nordic countries move out of their parents’ homes and become financially independent earlier than in other countries. In addition, the participation
of women in post-compulsory education and in employment is very high in all
the Nordic countries, due to the comprehensive system of care institutions for
children, the sick and elderly. However, neo-liberal reforms of this model over
the last two decades have reduced the level of social support for young people and placed more responsibility for a successful transition on the individual
(Kananen, 2016; Angelin et al., 2014).
The highly organised Nordic labour markets constrain the development of a
secondary, low-wage youth labour market ( Jensen, 2015). Studies indicate that
the opportunities for young people to gain access to employment in the Nordic
labour markets has changed over the last decade, especially since the financial
crisis (Albæk et al., 2015). Low-skilled jobs that were previously accessible for
early school leavers are disappearing due to the outsourcing of labour-intensive
production, new technologies and migration in the post-2004 ‘borderless’
European labour market (Segendorf, 2013). Researchers find that in most
European countries, the transition from education to a stable position in the
labour market has become more demanding, prolonged and less transparent
(Walther and Plug, 2006).
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Research on transitions has emphasised that the concept of ‘school to work
transition’ does not designate one single movement, but involves reverse transitions, from the labour market back into education, and other non-standardised,
prolonged and complex movements of young people between education, work
and other situations (Raffe, 2014; Walther and Plug 2006). In Norway, Sweden
and Denmark, the average age of entry into the labour market has increased
from around 20 years in the early 1990s, to currently 28 years. In international
comparison, the employment rates of young people in the Nordic countries
are high, but youth unemployment has been growing since 1998 (Albæk et al.,
2015). The employment of young people in full-time permanent jobs has
been reduced, and part-time employment has increased (Madsen et al., 2013;
Eurofound, 2015). This has given VET a central position in policies to tackle
youth unemployment and make all young people complete an upper secondary education.
The students’ transitions through VET towards the labour market involve
processes of choosing and the passing of thresholds of institutional selection.
The organisation of these processes in the four Nordic VET systems can be
examined using the concepts of ‘standardisation’, ‘stratification’ and ‘vocational specificity’ from comparative VET research (Allmendinger, 1989; Müller,
2005; Andersen et al., 2010). Strong standardisation entails a binding regulation
at national or industry level of the content, duration and quality procedures
for VET. Strong standardisation enhances the portability of the qualifications
provided in the vocational programmes for employers, which promotes the
education-to-job matching of the programmes. However, rigid centralised regulation can prevent the adaptation of the programmes to specific local requirements and reduce the scope for individual choice in education. All four Nordic
countries are categorised as highly standardised in international comparisons
(Pfeffer, 2008). However, the strong decentralisation and marketization of vocational education in Sweden since the 1990s, has resulted in growing disparities
between the municipalities regarding educational quality and transition policies
(Lundahl and Olofsson, 2014; Lundahl et al., 2013). The VET systems in Sweden and Finland have been reorganised with an individualised and modularised
structure. The completion of a VET programme in these countries depends on
the accumulation of a certain number of credit points, which can be attained
by completing different courses. In Norway and Denmark, the students have to
pass a standardised final apprenticeship exam.
The specificity of the vocational qualifications offered in the VET programmes
differs significantly between the Nordic countries. This has shifted over time
in each country. Since the 1960s, it has been a dominant argument in education policy that specific qualifications only have short-term value due to the
rapidly changing skills requirement. This was a strong argument behind the
reforms to integrate vocational and general education in the 1970s in all four
countries. It was assumed that broad, general qualifications and generic skills
prepared the students better for flexibility and life-long learning. Programmes
that centre on specific skills entail a risk of locking the students into a specific
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job or occupation. Consequently, all the Nordic VET systems have reduced
the specificity and the number of different programmes and specialisations (see
Chapter 2).
A major difference between the Nordic VET systems is the extent of stratification at upper secondary level, which refers to the degree of tracking and
selection of students. The comprehensive school has been realised most consistently in Sweden with the reform in 1991, although it was reversed somewhat
in 2011. Finland has maintained a division of students into two tracks of upper
secondary schools, but it offers all students eligibility for higher education. In
1994, Norway introduced a comprehensive school model for the first two years
of upper secondary education, followed by division into two tracks: higher education preparatory programmes and apprenticeships. Denmark has maintained
the strongest form of tracking between general and vocational education in
upper secondary schools.
To conclude, VET plays a key position in the transition systems at the crossroad between compulsory education and higher education, and between the
education system and the labour market. The VET system is also positioned
in a field of tension between the social demands and educational choices of
young people and the requirements of employers and the political objectives of
governments. This ambiguous position gives rise to the dual challenge for VET
of providing direct access to employment at the level of skilled workers and
simultaneously providing access to higher education. In addition, the egalitarian
aims of the Nordic countries give VET a special role in the inclusion of young
people who do not opt for higher education after completing compulsory
school. In order to attract and retain the students and provide access to workbased training, VET is also required to maintain high esteem among young
people and employers. The focus of this book is to explore how these diverse
challenges are managed by the Nordic VET systems, and to examine how the
challenges are interrelated. The following chapters examine these key challenges in comparative studies of the four VET systems (Chapters 2, 3 and 4) and
in the examination of selected reforms to manage the challenges (Chapter 5).
In addition, the same challenges are examined in two multi-level studies of
selected occupations (Chapters 6 and 7). The concluding chapter (Chapter 8)
points at some lessons to be taken from the Nordic VET systems.
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2	Transitions from vocational
education to employment
in the Nordic countries
Christian Helms Jørgensen and Anna Hagen Tønder

The aim of this chapter is to examine how the systems of initial vocational
education and training (VET systems) in four Nordic countries connect to the
labour market, and how they support students’ transition to employment. The
bleak prospects for young people with low levels of education and the contraction of the youth labour market has highlighted the school-to-work transition
as a central concern for policy-makers. This is amplified by the demographic
changes, with declining numbers of youth entering the labour market and a
growing population of elderly. The declining enrolment in VET in Denmark
and Sweden is accompanied by forecasts of serious shortages of skilled labour
(Høst, 2012). The VET systems are receiving greater political attention, because
they are seen as a key to achieving the goal of all young people completing at
least an upper secondary education, and being integrated into the labour market.
However, the opportunities for VET students to gain access to stable employment at a relevant level differs between the Nordic countries due to differences
in the institutional linkages between the VET systems and the labour markets.
This chapter explores and compares these differences and their consequences for
young peoples’ transition from vocational education to employment.
The data used in the chapter have been gathered and analysed in four separate
country reports for each country (a total of 12 reports). They were prepared by
researchers from each of the four countries in the Nord-VET project. Where no
other reference is made, this chapter draws on the country reports on the current
VET systems from Denmark ( Jørgensen, 2014), Sweden (Persson Thunqvist
and Hallqvist, 2014), Finland (Stenström and Virolainen, 2014) and Norway
(Olsen et al., 2014). In addition, the chapter draws on statistical data from official
sources. In order to provide a picture of the differences between the four Nordic
countries, key data on youth transitions from education to the labour market in
the period 2000 to 2015 are summarised in Table 2.1. The table shows that significant changes have taken place during this period, which reflect the shifts in
the general economic situation of these four countries. In the period from 2000
to 2015, the total employment in Norway grew by 18%, while the figures for
Sweden (10%) and Finland (9%) were lower, while in Denmark they stagnated
(www.norden.org). Youth unemployment rates and the share of young people
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Table 2.1 Indicators of school-to-work transitions of youth
Youth unemployment below 25 years (% of active population)1

Denmark
Finland
Sweden
Norway

2000

2005

2010

2015

6.2
21.4
10.5
9.8

8.6
20.1
22.6
11.4

13.9
21.4
24.8
9.2

10.8
22.4
20.4
9.9

Temporary employees age 15–29 (% of all employees)2

Denmark
Finland
Sweden
Norway

2000

2005

2010

2015

22.4
40.7
32.3
22.1

22.3
36.3
40.2
23.1

18.7
34.3
42.4
21.3

20.2
34.0
41.0
19.9

Attainment below upper secondary education, age 25–34 (% of cohort)3

Denmark
Finland
Sweden
Norway

2000

2005

2010

2015

20
14
13
7

13
11
9
17

13
9
9
17

20
10
18
19

Enrolment of students in upper secondary vocational education (% of all students at ISCED 3)4

Denmark
Finland
Sweden
Norway

1998

2005

2010

2012

51.8
52.0
40.6
52.5

47.9
63.9
53.6
60.8

46.5
69.7
56.1
53.9

46.1
70.1
49.4
52.0

Sources of data: 1. Eurostat Une rt a, 2. Eurostat lfsa_etpga, 3. Education at a Glance 2015 Table A1.4a,
4. Eurostat [tps00055].

in temporary employment in Sweden and Finland are considerably higher than
in the two other countries (Segendorf, 2013; Albæk et al., 2015). Finland tends
to have higher NEET (not in education, training or employment) rates than the
other countries, and in Norway and Denmark, a higher proportion of young
people have not completed any post-compulsory education at age 21. Persistent
findings in studies comparing the Nordic countries indicate that the transition
from upper secondary education to stable employment in Norway and Denmark is smoother than in Sweden and Finland. At the same time, the drop-out
rate from VET is higher in Denmark and Norway (Bäckman et al., 2015), and
the completion rates in upper secondary education are higher in Sweden and
Finland (Albæk et al., 2015; Segendorf, 2013).
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The following sections examine how these differences can be explained by
differences in the institutional architecture of the four countries. First, the different types of linkages between the VET system and the employment system
are examined. Next, we explore the diverse ways of organising the choice and
selection processes, and we compare employment protection in the four countries. Lastly, we examine the initiatives taken in all four countries to reinvent
or enhance new forms of apprenticeships, and try to explain why this has only
been successful in two countries. It should be noted that in addition to differences at the country level, we find significant differences in the school-to-work
transitions between sectors and industries (Nyen et al., 2015; Jørgensen, 2013).
In Sweden, for example, 74% of the students from the energy programme and
only 35% from the food programme were in employment three years after
completion (SCB, 2012). As a consequence, reservations must be taken for
internal heterogeneity when examining the qualities of the four VET systems
in general. This is clear from our case studies of the health and construction
sectors in Chapters 6 and 7. They indicate that the internal differences between
the two occupations within one country, are in some respects larger than the
cross-country differences within a single occupation.

Linking VET and the employment system
A main purpose of VET in all the Nordic countries is to supply skilled labour
for the labour market and employment opportunities for the students. However, this is only one of several aims of VET, which has different priority across
the four Nordic countries. Moreover, as a result of different historical trajectories, the linkages between the Nordic VET systems and the labour market vary
considerably (Michelsen and Stenström, 2018). Based on the Greinert (2008)
concepts, we can distinguish between three types of coordination regimes: state
planning, market-based regulation and institutionalised negotiation. The first,
central state planning, relies on forecasting of skill requirements to guide educational planning in order to match the short-term and long-term supply of
labour with the demands in the employment system. This approach is especially associated with the centralised planning by the Nordic Social Democratic
governments in the period 1950–80s. It was based on the assumption that the
capitalist economy could be controlled and regulated through state intervention with a long-term perspective. The second type of regime, market-based
regulation, relies on coordination through the balancing of demand and supply
of skills through the market signals of employment rates and wage levels. It
assumes that young peoples’ choices of education conform to a rational investment model that seeks to optimise future employment and income (Ball, 2012).
This approach is associated with the deregulation and decentralisation of the
education system as part of the neo-liberal policies from the 1980s onwards.
It emphasises students’ opportunities for choice and the vocational schools’
opportunities for flexible adjustment of the programmes to the requirements
in the local labour market. The third regime type, institutionalised negotiation,
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is associated with the tripartite collaboration between the state and the labour
market organisations on collective skill formation. The corporatist institutions
are mostly organised around occupations and can function at the local, regional
and national levels. These three basic regimes for the matching of VET to the
world of work are combined in different ways in the Nordic countries.
In Finland, nation-building has historically been a key objective for education policy (Kettunen, 2013). The Finnish VET system relies on forecasting to
predict future skill demands – a ‘forecast industry’ (Ahola, 2012). The state-led
Finnish VET system has a weak tradition for work-based occupational training,
and weak institutional linkages to the labour market. Since the 1990s, reforms
have tried to make the VET system more responsive to the requirements of the
labour market, by organising the programmes around competencies defined by
practical work tasks (outcome-based education) and assessment of competencies in collaboration between vocational schools and training companies (see
Chapter 5). In order to improve the matching of VET to the labour market,
the funding of the VET providers depends on the subsequent employment
rates of the students. In addition, all programmes have included six months of
work-based training, and the flexibility of the programmes is increased through
modularisation (Ahola, 2012). Tripartite bodies have been established for each
industry to plan and develop VET for that industry. The local providers of
VET are responsible for adjusting the VET programmes to the local labour
markets, and for having all students draw up an individual study plan (Stenström and Virolainen, 2014). The legislation for VET emphasises the students’
right to choose an individual programme, which can be designed flexibly by
combining study elements from different areas and from across the vocational
and academic curricula. Consequently, the matching of students’ skill profiles
to job profiles is less standardised than is the case in the occupational VET
systems in Norway and Denmark. This helps to explain why the education-tojob match of upper secondary students is lower in Finland than in Norway and
Denmark (Levels et al., 2014). The Finnish ‘planning machine’ has a number
of weaknesses according to Ahola (2012). There is a lack of reflective feedback
mechanisms in the planning process, which could correct the procedures when
the planning fails. The planning does not include the sometimes-contradictory
policy measures in different sectors, which reduces the reliability of the planning. The financial crisis in 2008 demonstrated that long-term planning in
a liberalised and volatile global economy is unreliable. Consequently, central
state planning runs the risk of losing credibility when it fails and leaves young
people disappointed after choosing an education that is no longer in demand in
the labour market. Moreover, the non-participatory and technocratic nature of
state planning tends to alienate the labour market organisations and the students
(Herschbach, 2009).
The Danish apprenticeship-system is organised by tripartite collaboration
between the state and the labour market organisations. The adaptation of the
VET programmes to changes in the labour market is institutionalised through a
complex architecture of joint committees at all levels. The central bodies are the
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national trade committees (‘faglige udvalg’), who have a wide-ranging authority to organise, monitor and assess the VET programmes ( Juul and Jørgensen,
2011). The self-governance of the trade committees is supervised by the state.
Every year, all trade committees must submit a report to the Ministry regarding
employment rates, future skills requirements and the potential demand for new
programmes. The state has limited capacity to regulate the training market, but
the supply of apprenticeships is subsidised through a training levy paid by all
employers. In collaboration with the trade committees, the Ministry sets quotas
for enrolment in the most popular programmes to tackle unemployment. The
trade committees determine the national training ordinances that set uniform
national standards for each programme. This standardised certification of the
occupations at national level is crucial for the working of the occupational
labour markets in the Danish flexicurity model, which is characterised by very
high labour mobility between firms (Madsen et al., 2013; Berglund et al., 2010).
Newly educated apprentices have high employment rates, which is an indication of the efficiency of this standardisation. Nine months after completion,
two out of three of the former apprentices are still employed in the training company (AE, 2016). It has been argued that the high employment rates
in the short-term come at the cost of lower long-term employability (Raffe,
2011; Hampf and Woessmann, 2016), because the emphasis on specific skills
in apprenticeships involves a risk of locking students into a specific firm or
occupation. In Denmark, however, skilled workers have a very high mobility,
not only in a specific occupational field, but also across sectors, which is supported by an extensive public CVET system of further training (Trampusch
and Eichenberger, 2012; Jørgensen, 2013). While the apprenticeship system
performs well in education-to-job matching of the skills supplied, it is weaker
in securing the volume of skilled labour on demand in the labour market.
A main current problem is that the declining enrolment in VET does not
match the predicted future demand for skilled labour. This is a challenge that
the Danish VET system shares with the Norwegian and Swedish VET systems.
In Denmark, the state has respected the occupational self-governance of the
labour market organisations. However, governments have taken an active role in
the merging of the labour market training with the IVET and CVET systems
and in the financing of VET (Thelen, 2014). A positive feature of this neocorporatist system is that the close involvement of the labour market organisations provides high credibility for the certification of skills. Changes mainly
take place as incremental adjustments of the programmes in the jurisdiction of
each trade committee. While the regulation by institutionalised negotiations
dominates in Denmark, it should be noted that the distribution of training
placements mainly takes place through a training market, which tends to create
problems with mismatch and to discriminate against minorities (Lancee, 2016).
While the VET systems in Norway and Denmark have many similarities, the
Norwegian state took on a stronger role in VET after the VET reform of 1994.
The state regulation mainly concerns the first two school-based years of VET,
while the labour market organisations have more control of the last two years
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of apprenticeships. The Norwegian apprenticeship system is very effective in
bringing the students into employment, as two thirds continue in the training
company after completion (Nyen et al., 2015). A very interesting institutional
innovation in the Norwegian VET system, intended to coordinate supply and
demand at the local level, are the local training agencies, LTAs (‘opplæringskontor’). These are discussed in Chapter 5 of this volume.
Mismatch in supply and demand of apprenticeships occurs regularly in Norway and Denmark due to shifts in the business cycle and young people’s preferences (Brunello, 2009). In addition, structural changes in many industries
tend to raise the entrance requirements set by firms for giving students access
to work-based training ( Jørgensen, 2015). Due to the increasing standards of
efficiency and quality in production, the employers are increasing the requirements for maturity and self-regulation of the apprentices. The high investment
costs per job in industry reduces the room for students’ learning-by-doing.
Tighter production chains and high-quality production standards reduce the
room for making errors while learning. In addition, the shift towards a more
short-term shareholder economy, challenges employers’ commitment to collective and long-term investments in occupational training ( Jørgensen, 2015).
The Swedish VET system shares a strong tradition of central state regulation
with the Finnish VET system, but it has been strongly decentralised since the
reform in 1991 (Lundahl et al., 2013). In a process of deregulation, control has
been transferred, first to the municipalities and later to the local upper secondary schools. As a unique initiative in a Nordic context, the Swedish government allowed privatisation of upper secondary schools. Private schools enrol
around one quarter of all VET students. Previously, large companies established
so-called industrial schools in close connection to their production facilities
(Nilsson, 2013). These industrial schools became popular because they offered
smooth access to employment. The neo-liberal privatisations in the 1990s
gave rise to large school corporations that can extract profits and go bankrupt
(Rönnberg, 2017). One of the intentions of this marketization is to loosen
the municipal control of the upper secondary schools and make them more
responsive to demands in the labour market. However, the financing of the
schools depends on the enrolment of students and the production of graduates,
which means that the schools compete more on attracting students than on
meeting the demands in the labour market. In addition, the decentralisation of
the VET system means that the degree of specialisations and the links to companies differ significantly between municipalities. The local diversity of VET
reduces the portability of the skills provided and makes it difficult for students
and companies to assess the value of the programmes. Moreover, the transition
from state to market regulation of skill production faces a collective action
problem. When collective employer interest in training is not institutionalised,
the individual employers tend to underinvest in training (Crouch et al., 2001).
The marketization of the vocational schools has aggravated the mismatch problems in the labour market (Olofsson and Panican, 2012). In contrast, the Swedish post-secondary apprenticeship programmes in some industries demonstrate
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how collective interest can be organised without state support. Another promising example is the emerging ‘Vocational Colleges’ (yrkescollege), which bring
together employers, vocational schools and municipalities in the regions in
order to safeguard the quality and relevance of the VET system (see Chapter 5).

Choice and selection in the transition process
Students’ transitions through VET and into the labour market are shaped
through the interaction between the students’ agency and the institutional
architecture of the VET system. The Nordic model of education emphasises
equality of educational opportunities for all, and the rights of the individual
students to choose their own educational pathway. In spite of these egalitarian aims, students’ pathways and choices are still influenced by their family
background, geographical location and gender. In all the Nordic countries, the
enrolment of students in upper secondary education has a persistent social bias
(Blossfeld et al., 2016). The proportion of students from families with a higher
education is two to three times higher in the general programmes compared to
the vocational programmes. Students in peripheral areas mostly chose a local
upper secondary school, and especially in Denmark and Norway, they often
have a limited choice of vocational programmes in the local area. In Sweden,
the educational options and the municipal support for transition differ considerably between the localities as a result of the decentralisation of educational
governance (Lundahl and Olofsson, 2014). In addition, in all four countries,
most of the vocational programmes are highly gendered, which mirrors the
strong horizontal gender segregation, which persists in the Nordic labour markets ( Jarman et al., 2012). The gendered images of occupational identities tend
to shape young peoples’ aspirations for an ‘appropriate’ choice of education.
Students from ethnic minorities tend to be disadvantaged in the education system, especially in getting access to apprenticeships. Across countries, the dropout rates are higher for gender and ethnic minorities than for majority students
(Hjelmér et al., 2010).
This segregation in the Nordic upper secondary schools can partly be
explained by the social shaping of young peoples’ choices and aspirations. It
can also be explained by the processes of assessment, categorisation and selection in the school systems. One purpose of the VET systems is to guide and
select students into different fields of work in accordance with the demands of
the employment system. The students are assessed in tests and exams; they are
given teachers’ and trainers’ attention and recognition; and they become part of
peer groups or are excluded from these groups (Hjelmér et al., 2010; Jørgensen,
2016; Brunila et al., 2011). Furthermore, they are positioned as immigrants,
boys or girls, separated into groups and classes at different levels, sanctioned for
absence or arriving late, and guided into different programmes (Lappalainen
et al., 2013). Some students are expelled from the vocational schools, while others feel disappointed, drop out or switch to another programme. In Norway and
Denmark, students’ access to apprenticeships is to a large extent an individual
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responsibility, and their success depends on their social and family network.
While the shorter internships in the Swedish and Finnish VET programmes
are organised by the vocational schools, the task of finding a post-secondary
apprenticeship in Sweden lies mainly with the individual student (Fjellström,
2014). In addition to weaker social networks, ethnic minority youths encounter discrimination when they are looking for a training placement. This can
explain why young immigrants have a higher risk of unemployment in countries where the education system is more vocationally oriented (Lancee, 2016).
The organisation of educational choice

A key question for all the VET systems is how to organise the processes of
choice and the selection of students into different programmes. This is a particular challenge in the Norwegian and the Danish apprenticeships, which include
extensive occupational specialisation (Olsen, 2013). The Danish VET system
offers 106 occupations, with more than 300 specialisations, while the Norwegian VET system offers more than 50 specialisations in year 2, and around 180
in year 3 and 4. The VET programmes in Norway and Denmark are based on
the occupational principle and offer an alternative work-based learning environment, compared to the more ‘bookish’ upper secondary school. It thereby
supports the transition to employment for young people who have grown tired
of school-based education. A challenge for these systems is that the students
have to choose at an early age between a broad range of occupations, about
which they usually have little knowledge. Some students are attracted to a specific occupation, which they expect to learn from the start of the programme,
while others need to try out different occupations before they can choose.
All the Nordic VET systems have adapted to the model of gradual choice and
specialisation. They start with broad introductory programmes, which qualify
the students for subsequent specialisations. In 1994, the Norwegian VET system reorganised more than 100 programmes into 12 broad basic courses in
the first year, and 50 specialisations in the second year. As this led to a mismatch between students’ choices and labour market requirements, the reform
in 2006 postponed the specialisation until the third year, when the apprenticeship started. The aim of broadening the second-year courses was to enable
more vocational schools to provide the full range of courses locally, even in
smaller schools. Another aim was to broaden the range of specific occupations
the students could apply for, when they shifted into apprenticeships in the
third year. The objective was to create a better balance between the training
companies’ and the students’ demands for training placements. However, as a
result of the broadening of the programmes, their vocational profiles became
unclear and their relationship to the labour market became weaker in the two
first years (Olsen, 2013). This made the programmes demotivating for some
students, who were attracted by a specific occupation such as carpenter or hairdresser. Moreover, employers criticised the broad programmes for offering too
little specific vocational qualifications, which impeded the students’ transition
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to employment (Nyen and Tønder, 2014). However, the formation of coherent VET systems and their gradual integration into a national system of upper
secondary education has made the VET programmes broader, more general and
standardised (Olsen, 2013). In addition to bureaucratic and economic reasons,
this is driven by the wish to ease the transition to higher education and increase
social mobility.
In the Finnish VET system, the students have to choose between seven
broad fields of study and around 120 study programmes in total. The VET
programmes have a module structure and give the students the right to flexible
and versatile programmes with an individual study plan. The Swedish VET system generally has broad programmes with more emphasis on general subjects
than on vocational specialisation. Therefore, the students’ choices here are less
challenging and specific than in the Norwegian and Danish apprenticeships.
However, there are significant differences between programmes and schools.
In the construction programmes examined by Fjellström (2014), the process of
specialisation is organised in a similar way as in the Norwegian VET system. In
the first year, the students try out the various occupations (‘taster’ courses) and
choose one of them (e.g. carpenter) for specialisation during the final two years.
The specific vocational training takes place two days every week in a workshop
or workplace, while the other three days are allocated for school-based teaching
of general subjects.
In the Danish VET system, the early choice of occupational specialisation
in apprenticeships has consistently been considered a reason for the high rate
of dropout among students. The broad, one-year, school-based introductory
courses were established to prepare students for a qualified choice of specialisation in an apprenticeship. However, reforms have shifted between broad and
specific entrance courses. A reform in 2006 emphasised that the students should
encounter a specific occupation from the first week in the vocational school
in order to meet the expectations of students who had made a clear choice of
occupation. The argument was that the broad and general introductory programmes demotivated this group of students. In a reform in 2014, the prevention of dropout was an argument for organising the VET system with only
four broad introductory courses. The aim was to prepare the students to make
a qualified choice by offering them experiences with a variety of programmes
during the first six months ( Jørgensen, 2016).
The oscillation of policy in Denmark and Norway indicates that policies
in this field involve a trade-off between the advantages of a gradual choice of
specialisation, and the advantages of the students’ early engagement with specific occupational work tasks. In Norway, the trade-off was managed in 2006
by introducing internships as a new subject, the ‘vocational specialisation’ (‘indepth study project’), in the first two broad years of the VET programmes (Høst,
2012). In this subject, the students gain experience from in-company training
in one or more specific occupations, and qualify their subsequent choice of
specialisation. In addition, they become more motivated and can make contacts
that may subsequently result in an apprenticeship contract. Since the reform
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in 2014 in Denmark, the trade-off is managed through practical, theme-based
and project-based teaching. The students have the opportunity to become
acquainted with selected specific occupations and, at the same time, obtain a
broader knowledge of the whole industry. They get hands-on experience from
occupational work and become better prepared to make a qualified choice of a
specific vocational programme.

Employment protection and students’ transitions to work
Newly graduated VET students’ access to employment depends very much
on the general employment situation, as young people entering the labour
market are most severely affected by rising unemployment. The transition to
the labour market also depends on the structure and functioning of the labour
market. Strong occupational labour markets that correspond to specific VET
programmes, tend to make transitions easier (Müller, 2005; Raffe, 2014). Occupational labour markets are more predominant in countries with VET systems
with relatively high specificity of vocational qualifications, like Norway and
Denmark. Differences in employment protection is another explanation for
the diversity in young peoples’ transitions to the labour market (Breen, 2005;
Noelke, 2015; Wolbers, 2007). The negative consequences of employment protection for young people entering the labour market has been emphasised in an
insider-outsider perspective (Barbieri and Cutuli, 2015). However, a number of
positive wider benefits of employment protection have been identified in relation to vocational education.
Estevez-Abe et al. (2001) emphasise the role of employment protection for
the protection of individuals’ and companies’ investment in skills. Employment protection reduces employers’ opportunistic hiring and firing practices,
improves employees’ job security and contributes to labour market stability. In
addition, employment protection features as a ‘beneficial constraint’ (Streeck,
1989) that increases employers’ incentives to invest in their employees in order
to raise their internal flexibility, instead of the ‘hire and fire’ practices of external flexibility. The standardised certification of vocational education helps to
protect the value of occupational skills in the labour market, and enhances the
matching of education and jobs (Levels et al., 2014). The strong involvement
of the labour market organisations in quality control, examination and certification processes, provides the journeyman’s certificate with a high level of
legitimacy in the labour market and reduces the risk of unemployment after
completing a VET programme (Müller, 2005). Employment protection reduces
the likelihood of newcomers in the labour market becoming unemployed, once
they have entered their first significant job (Wolbers, 2007).
Labour market protection legislation has been a part of the Social Democratic policy to increase social security for workers and reduce the instability of
the capitalist economies. The strength of employment protection differs significantly between the Nordic countries, with Sweden (3.0) having the strongest
protection, Finland (2.6) and Norway (2.5) medium, and Denmark (1.5) the
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lowest protection (OECD, 2012). While temporary employment in Sweden
is weakly regulated, the Swedish labour market regulations impose extensive
restrictions of employers’ dismissal practices. The Danish labour market regulation has very few restrictions (Emmenegger, 2010), which form part of the
Danish ‘flexicurity’ regime, which combines relatively generous (though declining) unemployment benefits and liberal dismissal regulations, with a strong
active labour market policy (Madsen et al., 2013). As a consequence, the Danish
labour market has one of the highest rates of job mobility in Europe. This is an
advantage for newcomers to the labour market, as it creates many job openings
(Berglund et al., 2010). Comparing the Nordic labour markets, Svalund (2013)
finds that strict regulations of temporary employment transfer unemployed
youth into the labour market through safe, permanent employment contracts.
To conclude, the considerable differences in employment protection, especially
between Sweden and Denmark, can help to explain the differences in the transition from VET to employment.

Reviving apprenticeships in the Nordic countries
Apprenticeships had little relevance for the new unified and non-selective upper
secondary school system established in the 1960s and 1970s in accordance with
the ideals of the Nordic model of education. Apprenticeship appeared to be
an institution of the past that should be discarded due to its narrow and firmspecific training, early tracking and the exploitation and abuse of young people
(Nilsson, 2013; Michelsen and Stenström, 2018). The apprenticeship contract
tied the apprentice to a specific company for years. Moreover, apprenticeships were associated with traditional, artisan work practices that were being
displaced by new technologies and modern forms of production. As apprenticeships mainly convey specific vocational skills, they were inadequate for preparing young people for mobility and flexibility in the labour market of the
future. These were the most common arguments against apprenticeships in
the decades when the Nordic type of comprehensive school was extended to
the upper secondary level. The disapproval of apprenticeships came from all
sides, both the employers’ and the employees’ organisations (Lundahl, 1997).
Apprenticeships only survived in a very marginal position in Sweden and
Finland following the educational reforms of the early 1970s. Even in Denmark, a coalition of the dominant labour market organisations and the government agreed in 1976 to abolish apprenticeships (mesterlæren). Due to a change
in the political climate, a modernised form of apprenticeship has developed as
the core of the VET system in Denmark. In successive reforms, the apprenticeship system was standardised and extended into new fields to cover the
entire labour market, including health, services, administration and retail. In
Norway, school-based VET was integrated with general education in 1975 in a
new comprehensive upper-secondary school system. Apprenticeships were left
outside as a separate institution governed by the labour market organisations.
It had its own law in 1981, which included adults, and employers in Norway
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continued to embrace apprenticeships as an important source for the supply of
skilled labour (Olsen et al., 2014). This was not the case in Sweden and Finland,
where the state did not support a modernisation of apprenticeships, which
gradually eroded.
From the 1980s, the mainly negative image of apprenticeships changed
among policy-makers. A rehabilitation took place in education policy in all the
Nordic countries, not only of apprenticeship, but also of new forms of workbased training. Many factors were involved in this shift. One of them was the
collapse of many traditional industries and the soaring levels of youth unemployment in the 1980s and 1990s. The apprenticeship model was associated
with a smooth transition to stable employment and low levels of youth unemployment for young people who were not continuing to higher education
(Müller, 2005; Raffe, 2014; Andersen and Werfhorst, 2010; Bol and Werfhorst,
2013). In research, four social mechanisms are emphasised to explain the quality
of apprenticeships. One is the gradual socialisation to work life that takes place
as an integral part of training in the workplace ( Jørgensen, 2013). The workplace training provides occupational skills that are portable in an occupational
labour market beyond the company. Another mechanism is the transparency
of the system for young people. The choice of an apprenticeship is known to
provide access to a specific type of occupation, which has the role of a ‘sign
post’, guiding young people’s transition to employment (Heinz, 2009). For the
apprentices, learning a vocation is a process of becoming and belonging (Chan,
2013). Thirdly, the close involvement of the labour market organisations in
the governance of the VET system guarantees a high degree of legitimacy and
recognition of apprenticeship (Streeck, 1989). Lastly, many companies regard
recruitment as an important motive for training apprentices. Two thirds of
apprentices in Norway and Denmark continue as regular employees in the
training company after completion. In many cases, the apprentices do not experience this shift in status as a significant transition ( Jørgensen, 2013; Nyen et al.,
2015). This is a great advantage in comparison to school-based VET systems,
even if they include shorter work-based training periods.
Since the early 1990s, all four Nordic countries have taken initiatives to
strengthen or revive apprenticeship programmes. The following section explores
why these initiatives have been successful in Norway and Denmark, but not in
Finland or Sweden.
The reform in Norway in 1994 established a standard model for VET, which
integrated school-based VET and apprenticeships into a hybrid system of two
years of comprehensive, school-based courses followed by two years of workbased apprenticeships. Young people were given priority, as they were given a
statutory right to an upper secondary education. While school-based VET and
apprenticeships had previously been competitors, they were now merged into
a system that combined the advantages of equity of the comprehensive school
with the employability provided by apprenticeships. The state could guarantee
the first two years in a school, but providing apprenticeships became a key challenge. A variety of measures were taken. The training companies were awarded
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substantial state subsidies. This was used to finance the local training agencies
(LTAs) that took on a coordinating and monitoring role, and relieved the companies of administrative burdens. Corporatist collaboration on apprenticeships
was strengthened in order to commit employers to establish training placements. Students who were unable to obtain an apprenticeship were offered a
third year of school-based training, leading to the journeyman’s certificate. And
to make it less risky to choose a vocational programme, students were given
the opportunity to shift to an academic programme after two years, without
extension of the programme. Measured by enrolments, the new VET system
became a success, as the number of students tripled after the reform (Olsen
et al., 2014). This increase was partly due to the expansion of the system into
sectors like health care and social work, cleaning services, commerce and office
work. As shown in Chapter 6, the new apprenticeship system is less successful in
the health sector, where the recruitment of experienced adults continues, and
in retail and office work, where few skilled job positions are available for the
VET students (Reegård, 2017).
In Sweden, the reintroduction of apprenticeships took place in 2011 in
connection with a major reform of upper secondary education. The reform
was part of a broader shift of VET policy towards the world of work. It was
intended as a systemic shift and a reversal of the reform in 1991 that linked
VET closer to higher education. The reform in 2011 introduced a new apprenticeship programme in upper secondary education, where more than half of
the time must be devoted to work-based training. In addition, the vocational
schools had to establish local programme committees for cooperation with
work life. However, the apprenticeship programme has been a limited success, as it has attracted far fewer students than expected by the initiators of
the reform and the dropout rate is high (Skolverket, 2013). The main reason
is that the apprenticeship programme does not provide eligibility for higher
education. Similar weaknesses characterise the adult apprenticeship programme
(‘yrkesvux’), which gives priority to applicants with the weakest employment
chances who have little and weakly regulated work-based learning (Olofsson
and Panican, 2012). The main motive for introducing apprenticeships in Sweden was to reduce the rate of dropout from upper secondary schools and to
offer early school leavers and low-performing students an alternative pathway
to employment. From the start, apprenticeships appeared to be more a tool
for social policy than for meeting the skill requirements of the labour market.
The apprenticeships were mainly an initiative organised by the state with low
employer involvement. Students in this programme are not employed by the
training company, and the programme does not have the qualities to be categorised as an ‘apprenticeship’ by Cedefop (2016). Despite the reform in 2011, the
links between the Swedish VET system and the labour market are significantly
weaker than in Norway and Denmark (Persson Thunqvist and Hallqvist, 2014).
In this respect, the state-led apprenticeship programme differs significantly from
the Swedish employer-driven post-secondary apprenticeships (‘färdigutbildning’,
see Chapter 7). This scheme demonstrates a weakness of the comprehensive
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Nordic Model of upper secondary education. Because of its weak links to the
labour market, employers in some industries have maintained an independent,
post-secondary apprenticeship programme outside the public upper secondary
school system, for example for construction workers, plumbers, hairdressers and
electricians. These apprenticeship programmes are controlled by a trade committee (‘Yrkesnämnd’) for each occupation, with representatives of the labour
market organisations. The programmes have a duration of one to two years
and are completed with a journeyman’s certificate that gives access to skilled
employment. Although these post-secondary apprenticeships are only institutionalised in some areas, they demonstrate three points. The first is the significance of collective skill formation (Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012), even in
Sweden, where there is a strong tradition for state-organised VET. The second
is the importance for employment of having specific vocational skills, acquired
through work-based learning. The third is the significance of standardisation
and certification of these skills by an institution with high credibility in the
labour market.
In Finland, apprenticeships have mainly been intended for adults. The
employers have taken no responsibility for the initial training of newcomers to
their field of industry, and training has been left to the state and the municipalities. In the early 1990s, apprenticeship training was promoted as an alternative
for young people, but it did not have the expected success (Stenström and
Virolainen, 2014). In 2014, apprenticeship was presented as part of a ‘youth
guarantee’ that was targeted at youth without any upper secondary qualifications, but it only has a marginal position today.
In order to increase the opportunities for work-based learning, the governments in all the Nordic countries offer subsidies to raise the quantity and quality of internships and apprenticeships in the VET programmes. State funding
was important for the exceptional growth in apprenticeships in Norway since
1994, and for the operation of the Norwegian training agencies. When the new
apprenticeship programme was introduced in Sweden in 2011, a state subsidy
was included to improve the cooperation between vocational schools and training companies (Olofsson and Panican, 2012). In Denmark, the employers’ payment of a training levy depends on the number of training placements offered
by the company in relation to quotas set by the state. In Finland, providers
of education can pay employers a sum for the guidance given to students in
internships.
The examination of Nordic initiatives to promote apprenticeships shows that
they have been successful in Norway and Denmark, but not in Sweden and
Finland. The Norwegian case in particular demonstrates that education policy
has the capacity to successfully expand enrolment levels in the apprenticeship
system and extend apprenticeship into new sectors. However, the fulfilment of
a set of institutional conditions are required in order to successfully develop
apprenticeships (Ryan, 2012). Apprenticeship schemes are not likely to gain
high esteem among students or employers, if they are initiated by the state as
a social policy measure. Employer organisations must be strongly involved in
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the design and organisation of apprenticeships in order to guarantee the quality
of the programmes. Viable apprenticeship systems require a complex institutional framework, which includes collective employer engagement in training,
occupational labour markets and the protection of vocational skills. Moreover,
the Nordic apprenticeship systems rely on state subsidies (and in Denmark,
on a training levy) that distribute the costs of training among all employers.
In addition, collective agreements must set apprentices’ wage high enough to
limit employers’ exploitation of their cheap labour, yet low enough to make
apprentices attractive for employers.

Conclusions
The examination of the connections between VET and the world of work
in the Nordic countries has demonstrated the different systems of coordination regimes. Their strengths and weaknesses are summarised here. The central
state planning can take a holistic perspective that addresses long-term shifts
in the labour market through forecasting and planning, as demonstrated in
Finland. However, this is not very reliable in a period of political instability,
rapid technological shifts and volatile markets. State initiatives to rationalise and
integrate upper secondary education in a coherent system tend to crowd out
the employers and to be insensitive to the specific requirements of individual
occupations. This weakens the coordination between education and work and
tends to make the students’ transition from VET to employment difficult and
prolonged.
The decentralised and market-based regulation of the relations between VET
and the employment system can provide flexible VET programmes adjusted
to local requirements, which can ease the students’ access to the local labour
market. However, the weak standardisation of skills tends to aggravate matching problems by reducing the portability of skills in the labour market and by
making school-to-work transitions demanding. The decentralisation and marketization of education tends to increase inequalities between schools, due to
the polarising effects of free school choice, as has been demonstrated in Sweden
(Lundahl and Olofsson, 2014; Rudolphi and Erikson, 2016).
The dual-corporatist regime provides a strong institutional framework
for cooperation between the state and the labour market organisations for
the adaptation of VET to the demands in the labour market. It gives priority to occupational skills and a strong national standardisation of skills, which
improves the portability of skills and the mobility in occupational labour markets. The certification of skills has high validity due to the high involvement
of the employers in the plural governance structure of VET (Høst, 2012). The
students’ transition from VET to employment is integrated into the vocational
programmes, and after completion, the majority of apprentices in Norway and
Denmark progress seamlessly into ordinary employment. However, this regime
is associated with tracking of upper secondary education, social inequality and
diversion of students from higher education (Müller, 2005).
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The comparison of transitions from VET to the labour market in four Nordic countries has identified some general trends and many differences. All four
VET systems have become more school-based and more separated from worklife. Preparatory school-based education of one to three years’ duration has
been included in the programmes before the students get experience from
internships or apprenticeships. In all four countries, young peoples’ school-towork transitions tend to become prolonged and non-linear, and the completion
of upper secondary education and the transition to work is postponed until a
later average age of the students. Considerably more young people in Sweden
and Finland take the direct route through the school-based upper secondary
school and complete their training within the expected time compared to Norway and Denmark, where more young people drop out of VET, but where
more are also in employment and fewer are unemployed (Albæk et al., 2015).
This indicates that the transition through the VET systems with apprenticeships
is more difficult, but that the transition to employment is easier. One reason
is the challenges for students associated with obtaining an apprenticeship contract, and their shift from school to work-based training and to a new social
environment in a training company, which involves an increased risk of dropping out. In contrast, students in the Swedish school-based VET programmes
follow the same peer group through three years in age-homogeneous classes.
The drop-out rates from school-based programmes are generally lower than
from work-based programmes (Segendorf, 2013), even when the effects of the
differences in the social background of the students in the VET programmes
is taken into account (Markussen, 2010). However, work-based training can
engage young people who have grown tired of schools and are focused on
finding a job. Apprenticeships improve the transition to work of students who
acquire a training placement and complete the programme. However, apprenticeships are demanding for young people, and they are generally not a tool for
reducing early school leaving (Bäckman et al., 2015).
It is a general trend that the qualifications provided by the Nordic VET systems have become broader and less specific, especially in the first years of the
programmes. However, we have found oscillations between making the programmes broader and more specific. VET has been integrated into a comprehensive upper secondary school system in all countries, except Denmark. VET
in Sweden is preparatory and postpones more of the specific training until after
the transition to the labour market. In Norway and Denmark, the initial schoolbased courses have become broader, while the subsequent apprenticeships are
still highly specialised (180–300 specialisations). In all countries, the VET systems
have expanded into new sectors, although with varying success. The initiatives
in Norway to establish new apprenticeship programmes in the service sector
(health, retail, office work) have demonstrated the limits of political intervention,
if the programmes do not give access to full-time skilled jobs (Reegård, 2017).
Work-based learning had a very limited role in the ideal of the Nordic model
of comprehensive schooling in the 1970s. The dominant assumption was that
broad and general qualifications were essential, both for citizenship, promoting
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equal access to higher education and for achieving long-term employability
(Lundahl, 1997; Ledman, 2014). In addition, the employers’ control of the training opportunities for young people was not consistent with the Social Democratic idea of public provision of education for all. Apprenticeship programmes
involve a conflict between the principle of free and equal access to upper secondary education, and the distribution of apprenticeships in a training market,
which is selective and dependent on the business cycle. However, the Swedish
employer-driven post-secondary apprenticeship programme (‘färdigutbildning’)
demonstrates the engagement of the employers in some industries in collective
skill formation. The last two decades have witnessed growing political recognition of working life as an important learning environment for acquiring
multiple types of generic, social, personal and specific skills that are difficult to
provide in a school. However, all the Nordic countries find the provision of
access to high-quality training placements or internships to be a challenge.
Policy-makers have increasingly regarded VET as an option for early school
leavers and disadvantaged youth. VET is identified as a solution to the challenge of having all young people complete an upper secondary education programme. Consequently, there is a conflict between the employers’ increasing
requirements when recruiting for apprenticeships, and governments’ education
policy using work-based learning for social inclusion in VET. In all four countries, governments have tried to reinforce the link between VET and the labour
market in order to improve the employability of the students (Raffe, 2011).
However, there can be a trade-off between short-term and long-term employability. High specificity of the vocational qualifications in the VET programmes
improves the students’ rapid and direct access to employment, but entails a
risk of lower long-term mobility in the labour market (Bol and de Werfhorst,
2013). However, the Danish case demonstrates that this risk can be offset by a
flexible labour market and a strong public system of CVET and adult education
( Jørgensen, 2013; Trampusch and Eichenberger, 2012).
The comparison shows that the diverging institutional architectures of the
Nordic transition systems locate the risks at different points in the transition
process. In Sweden and Finland, the choice of a vocational programme at upper
secondary level offers direct progression to higher education, unlike the situation in Denmark and Norway. However, this risk of VET as a ‘dead end’ is
reduced in Norway due to the opportunity to shift horizontally into a general
programme after the second year. In Finland, general and vocational education
are separated into different schools, but they all offer access to higher education,
as they do in Sweden. In Sweden, however, more than half of the VET students
do not attain eligibility for higher education. In the Norwegian and the Danish
apprenticeship systems, the highest risks are located inside the programmes, in
the transition from school-based training to work-based apprenticeships. This
transition is strongly regulated and supported by the education system – and
in Norway by the training agencies (see Chapter 5). This contrasts with the
school-based systems of Sweden and Finland, where the highest risks occur
after completion, in the transition from education to the labour market.
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The apprenticeship programmes in Norway and Denmark offer clear alternatives to the academic upper secondary school. The standardised apprenticeship programmes offer distinct occupational identities that assist young peoples’
educational choices. The apprenticeship programmes support the social inclusion of youth from disadvantaged social backgrounds. However, these programmes also tend to exclude minorities, due to the strong gender segregation
in VET and the disadvantage of ethnic minorities in their access to training
placements. Moreover, in the predominantly male apprenticeship programmes,
practical skills tend to be positioned in opposition to academic education as
part of a traditional culture of masculinity. Thus, the general-vocational divide
is reproduced, and youths from lower educated families are diverted from academic education (Brockmann and Laurie, 2016).
The chapter’s examination of the Nordic VET systems indicates a number
of trade-offs for policy and didactics. The organisation of choice and specialisation in VET involves contradictory effects of both early and late specialisation.
School-based systems can be more caring and inclusive for vulnerable youths,
but can have high dropout rates for students who are tired of school. Systems
based on apprenticeships are more inclusive for young people from families
with low levels of education, but tend to be more gender segregated and less
inclusive for ethnic and gender minorities. Such systems provide high shortterm employment rates, but tend to have lower long-term employment rates.
The school-based and comprehensive upper secondary school that offer eligibility for higher education promotes educational equality, but tend to be less
inclusive for students from families with low levels of education. A basic lesson
is that VET is a complex field with multiple interests and diverse policy aims,
and policy making therefore tends to involve trade-offs. Managing the complex
trade-offs calls for an approach to policy-making other than the widespread
interest in ‘best practices’ to optimise performance indicators one at a time.
Managing trade-offs requires systematic considerations of the potential unintended consequences of policy measures and the diverse effects of these measures for different groups of students and programmes. In addition to deliberate
considerations of the contradictory effects of political interventions, policies
can search for opportunities to circumvent the trade-offs through innovations
of institutions and practices in VET, as shown in Chapter 5.
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3	Progression to higher education
from VET in Nordic countries
Mixed policies and pathways
Maarit Virolainen and Anna Hagen Tønder

Introduction: redefinitions of the universal
policy and VET–HE relations
In the Nordic countries, general upper secondary education and initial VET
constitute a particularly important selection process toward higher education
(HE), especially as compulsory education (up to the completion of Grade 9 or
Grade 10) in Nordic countries is comprehensive rather than stratified. Thus,
the unitary compulsory school system in the Nordic countries can be contrasted with stratified compulsory education systems like the one in Germany.
In the Nordic countries, the upper secondary education systems are stratified
in the sense that the general upper secondary programmes and routes offer the
most common and direct access to HE (Shavit and Müller, 2000). The Nordic
countries’ higher education systems have been associated with Social Democratic welfare states. In such welfare states, higher education is characterised
by a relatively high share of public expenditure, high enrolment rates per age
cohort, low or no student fees, generous grants and loans, and a low level of
differentiation (Willemse and de Beer, 2012, p. 115). The Nordic higher education systems are binary in the sense that traditional science universities exist in
parallel to the non-university sector of polytechnics or colleges ( Jóhannsdóttir
and Jónasson, 2014; Kyvik, 2004).
The education policies of the Nordic Social Democratic welfare states differ
from those of other countries with either more conservative or liberal welfare
regimes. On the one hand, in countries with more liberal regimes, like Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, the UK and the US, the share of public
spending is relatively low, tuition fees are high and the level of vocational specificity in the programmes offered is low. On the other hand, more conservative regimes, such as Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands,
Portugal, Spain and Switzerland, offer low-cost or free tuition but scant student
grants or loans and are characterised by high levels of differentiation and high
vocational specificity in their HE (Willemse and de Beer, 2012).
In recent decades, the Nordic countries have changed from their ‘classical period’ of the Social Democratic compromise toward more individualisation, decentralisation and education policies inspired by neo-liberal ideas. The
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classical period, which prioritised social equality in its educational policies,
lasted from 1945 until around 1970 (Telhaug et al., 2006; Ahonen, 2002). In
the last few decades, policies have put a stronger emphasis on economic competition between nations and on technical and instrumental goals. In accordance, policies have increasingly favoured efficiency, output management and
adjustments to international resolutions on school reform while downplaying
state control (Telhaug et al., 2006; Ahonen, 2002). With respect to the relation
between VET and HE, this has meant a shift from ‘widening participation’
in HE to an emphasis on quality, the introduction of steering mechanisms,
increased competitiveness of academic professionals, and elite orientation at
traditional science universities associated with the discourse on globalisation
(Pinheiro et al., 2014; Berggren and Cliffordson, 2012).
The binary structure of Nordic HE has resulted in transitions from VET to
HE having steered mostly toward the more vocationally oriented universities
of applied sciences (formerly called ‘polytechnics’) or colleges. The uncertainty
regarding the labour market value of new programmes in HE has also contributed to changing transitional patterns, while a wider array of opportunities has
challenged youths’ choice making. It has become more difficult to forecast the
benefits of various HE programmes for future careers. In the Nordic countries,
delayed transitions to HE have been more common than in many other countries (Hauschildt et al., 2015, p. 35; Walther, 2009). In parallel, the role of HE
with respect to equality has changed due to HE systems’ massification in the
Nordic countries. Once a HE system has become massified and universalised
through expansion, it has lost part of its prominent role as a scapegoat to be
blamed for limited access, increasing inequalities and elite favouritism (Brennan and Naidoo, 2008; Levin, 2003). At the same time, internal competition
between HE institutions has emerged to spearhead academic stratification.
From HE institutions’ perspective, the combination of decreased public
funding and increased student participation has led to many kinds of responses
internationally, such as a reduction in study programmes and greater emphasis on activities that increase revenues (Levin, 2003). Some HE institutions
have also expressed disinterest in promoting equity while demonstrating an
active willingness to limit access. In Finland, for example, some universities of
applied sciences (UAS) have introduced entrance examinations for students
with a VET background in the 2010s. Internationally, limiting access to HE
for those with a VET background has been argued as being rational from the
perspective of HE institutions for various reasons: social inclusion is not their
primary responsibility, promoting wider inclusion threatens academic standards,
and they cannot afford increasing their student intake via inclusion policies (see
Brennan and Naidoo, 2008). The ongoing discussion about the access to HE
via the VET route has involved various interest groups and stakeholders. It has
become evident that this is an important area of educational policy, subject to
continuous renegotiations. Transitioning from VET to HE has been a longstanding topic of concern, not only in connection with national education
policies but also more internationally within the European Union and in the
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general research community (see, e.g., OECD, 2010; Hoelscher et al., 2008;
Stenström and Lasonen, 2000; Trant, 1999; Lasonen and Young, 1998).
While VET’s relationship with HE has been ambiguous and contested, VET
has often been perceived as a choice for less ambitious youths or for those with
lower career expectations (see, e.g., Brunila et al., 2011; Lahelma, 2009; Silver
and Brennan, 1988). On the one hand, the opportunity to progress to HE has
improved VET’s status in Finland and Sweden since the 1990s, but not without
those in favour of it having faced opposing policy discussions (Virolainen and
Persson Thunqvist, 2017). The appreciation for practical training has a long
history in the Nordic countries, with its cultural origin dating back to the
19th century. ‘Learning by doing’ has been characteristic in the progressivism
of Nordic education (Thorsteinsson et al., 2016; Telhaug et al., 2006; Heikkilä, 2003). In recent years, international World Skills competitions, popular
culture and TV shows have projected images of knowledgeable, competent,
competitive, developing and highly skilled practitioners (e.g., chefs, carpenters, technicians) from a variety of occupational fields (Ruohotie et al., 2008).
Furthermore, changes in the working world have increased the need for combining the skills of various formerly separate occupations in a hybrid way as
part of new singular occupations. Accordingly, a sharp division between bluecollar and white-collar jobs has become rather outdated as skill demands have
increased and become more complex across the board (e.g., Della Porta et al.,
2015; Marcoux, 2010; Goos et al., 2009).
Changes in the working world and the development of new job profiles
have led to the redefining of competence needs. The need to support the
development of poly-contextual and boundary-crossing skills involving critical thinking, problem solving, communication, collaboration, creativity, controlling, evaluating, self-direction and digital literacy has been brought up to
define targets for 21st century education (Winch, 2015; Trilling and Fadel,
2009; Guile, 2002). These shifts in the demand for skills have also addressed the
need to rethink VET–HE relations. Wide unanimity prevails internationally
concerning the need for lifelong learning competences as well as career management skills (see, e.g., European parliament, 2012; OECD, 2007). Altogether,
changes in the labour market have accelerated the demand for opportunities
to continue from VET to further and higher education. This chapter aims to
provide knowledge on education policy and to help education planners consider the relations between VET and HE for future developments, particularly
by reviewing the history of the Nordic VET–HE relationship.

Decisive turns of educational policy constructing
transitions from VET to HE
This section describes, in broad terms, the decisive turning points by which
transitional routes from VET to HE have been significantly altered in Nordic
education systems since the 1960s. Since the Second World War, all Nordic
countries (except Denmark as there presently is no VET to HE route there)
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have faced HE expansion to the extent of universal access (Börjesson et al.,
2014). The transformation of HE systems has been a crucial part of changing
VET-to-HE transitional patterns, particularly since vocational education and
universities had very little interconnection prior to the Second World War.
While the Nordic HE systems are relatively extensive compared to those of
many other European countries, the expansion has led to student recruitment
patterns having become more diverse. There has been a shift from cohesive
and standardised systems administered by nation states toward more diverse,
competitive, market- and efficiency-oriented international-style HE systems
(Börjesson et al., 2014). Whereas the expansion of Nordic HE systems in the
1960s was related to demographic and economic growth, the expansion during the 1990s took place in circumstances of a declining youth population and
economic crisis or stagnation (Börjesson et al., 2014).
Nordic HE institutions adopted the Bologna model at a different pace and
their degree programmes vary in length and diversity. The Danish HE system
has clear divisions between three main types of institutions: First, there are the
academic- and research-based universities, which include two old universities
and the younger regional universities established in the 1970s. Then, secondly,
there are the university colleges (UC) that have been merged and strengthened
over the last two decades. The UCs primarily provide education for students
preparing for specific professions and only offer degrees up to the Bachelor’s
degree level. Finally, the third type is represented by the new vocational academies offering short-cycle and Bachelor’s degrees, mainly in the fields of technological and business education (see Börjesson et al., 2014).
In parallel, in Norway, the HE system comprises universities, specialised
university institutions and university colleges. In general, a higher education
entrance qualification is required in order to enter any higher education institution. This qualification is obtained through a general study programme in
upper secondary education. Some programmes, mainly in engineering, are
open to students from vocational programmes through the vocational pathway
(‘Y-veien’, in Norwegian). In these programmes, admission is based on a relevant
craft or journeyman’s certificate. Vocational colleges (‘fagskoler’, in Norwegian)
offer post-secondary vocational education outside the higher education sector. The vocational colleges offer short programmes (between six months and
two years of study) that are based on upper secondary education and work
experience.
In Sweden, the HE institutions include universities, specialised institutions,
art institutions, university colleges and health colleges. They offer a large diversity of degrees with various durations compared to HE institutions in the other
Nordic countries (Börjesson et al., 2014). In Finland, the HE system consists
of traditional science universities and universities of applied sciences (UAS)
(‘ammattikorkeakoulut – AMKs’, in Finnish), the latter of which were established
on the basis of the former vocational colleges in the 1990s (Böckerman et al.,
2009). In general, Norway and Denmark offer more HE in specialised HE institutions than is the case in Finland and Sweden (Börjesson et al., 2014).
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Nordic countries have emphasised universal access to HE and promoted VET
and general upper secondary education be given equal status due to the increasing emphasis on societal equality and in reaction to an increasingly knowledgedriven economy. In accordance, each Nordic country has developed bridging
solutions to provide high-performing VET graduates access to HE. At times,
these measures have had unintended consequences that have worked against
the intensions and aims of policy-makers. The measures taken to provide access
to HE via VET as well as their outcomes are described in more detail per
Nordic country as follows. The description starts with the countries that have
constructed more stratified systems, Denmark and Norway, and continues with
Sweden and Finland, which although having built more unified systems have
recently also been reformed further in regard to VET–HE transitional options.
Denmark

In Denmark, a crucial post-war turning point for access from VET to HE
was in the 1960s, when the number of applicants to the apprenticeship system
declined and the drop-out rate increased (Albæk, 2004; Betænkning, no. 612,
1971). The crisis of the apprenticeship system created demand for a reform.
Reducing social inequality in connection with the limited access to HE was an
explicit objective of the reform proposals ( Juul, 2006). While a reform proposal
suggested the coordination of the general and vocational upper secondary education routes, detracking upper secondary education was opposed by the right
wing of the parliament and major labour market organisations (Christensen,
1978). The outcome of the modified reform in 1976 was that a new programme, Initial Vocational Education (‘Erhvervsfaglig Grunduddannelse – EFG’,
in Danish) was introduced parallel to the traditional apprenticeship system.
It started with a one-year basic course including 40% general subjects. The
resulting parallel programmes – apprenticeships and EFG programmes – were
combined in consecutive reforms, one in 1991 and another in 2000, where
the separation of VET from the gymnasium, the major route of general upper
secondary education, was maintained ( Jørgensen, 2018).
Alongside the apprenticeship track and EFG programmes, two types of Vocational gymnasiums were introduced in the 1980s with the aim of improving the
progression rate to HE, each building on different traditions ( Jørgensen, 2018).
These two formats, the business gymnasium (HHX) and technical gymnasium
(HTX), eventually failed to create a connection between apprenticeships and
HE and did not raise the esteem of VET offered through apprenticeships. Rather,
they attracted the most ambitious learners from the apprenticeship scheme and
contributed to the falling status of the other, ordinary VET programmes. Since
1995, the HHX and HTX have enabled access to HE and their separation from
the apprenticeship route was maintained in a later reform that took place in
2005. By 2013, the vocational gymnasiums grew, annually recruiting more than
15% of the eligible youth cohorts (Statistics Denmark, 2015). However, they
do not enable access to the skilled labour market. A reform introduced in 2000
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has allowed VET students to choose additional general subjects as part of their
VET programme in order to be able to apply for higher education. However,
very few students have taken advantage of this opportunity.
Traditionally, Danish VET graduates’ typical higher education route
steered toward short-cycle programmes below the Bachelor’s degree level,
which are presently offered by Vocational Academies (‘Erhvervsakademier’, in
Danish). These institutes offer programmes that had previously been offered
by vocational and professional schools. They were established as the result
of a reform conducted in 2007 in order to provide better opportunities for
educational progression to VET students. However, since the 1990s, the rate
of progression from VET to HE has decreased, and the majority of graduates
from VET who continue in HE pursue Bachelor’s degree programmes at
university colleges. For example, during 2009–2012, only 13% of the students
at Vocational Academies had an upper secondary VET educational background ( Jørgensen, 2017).
In sum, in Denmark, a dual system of VET forms a minor alternative route to
HE, while transitions from VET to the labour market are relatively successful.
Medium-cycle tertiary education mainly attracts participants from vocational
gymnasiums (HHX, HTX; Jørgensen, 2018). Since 2011, the hybrid eux programme is offered as a solution to prevent youngsters in VET from entering
blind alleys, to improve the status of the VET route and to attract also highperforming students to vocational education. The eux programme integrates
academic subjects into the apprenticeship programmes through a new approach
that combines subject- and problem-based work. As almost one third of the
students enrolling in VET applied for eux in 2017, it can be considered a success. However, it is a very demanding programme, so it is expected that many
students may not complete the programme.
Norway

In Norway, in connection with a government committee known as the Steen
Committee, there was a strong discussion about the need for changes to the
education system at the beginning of the 1960s (Michelsen et al., 2018). There
was a need to create a more coherent education system to replace the former
heterogeneous school structure that had developed on the basis of local initiatives. The Steen Committee suggested increasing the integration of the general
and vocational upper secondary education tracks. The committee supported
students being free to choose an educational track, and based this on the principle that the completion of an upper secondary education with satisfactory
results should enable access to HE. While a reform of the upper secondary
education system was being planned, the apprenticeship system was being contested. The youth organisation of the Labour party wanted to abolish apprenticeship training, claiming that economic and legal conditions for apprentices
were unfavourable compared to those of ordinary pupils in vocational schools
(Michelsen, 1993). As a response to the criticism, the apprentice system was
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revitalised in the 1970s by measures taken to improve it. School-based initial
VET was integrated in the general upper secondary education system and thus
formed a more unified upper secondary educational path in 1975. The apprenticeship system was further strengthened by a new, separate law given in 1980
(Michelsen et al., 2018).
The reformed upper secondary education system was criticised as being
outdated already later in the 1980s (Michelsen et al., 2018). The perceived
status of VET was still low compared to that of the general academic track
in upper secondary education. There was a structural mismatch between the
number of study places and employment opportunities; educational contents
were seen to be outdated and too specific in relation to the demands of the
labour market. In 1994, Reform ’94 was implemented to grant all 16–19-yearolds the right to three years of upper secondary education. The policy’s aim
was to abolish youth unemployment and improve the inclusion of youths in
society. The reform recombined school-based and apprentice training through
the ‘2+2 model’, where two years of upper secondary education in school
was to be followed by two years as an apprentice in a firm. The 2+2 system,
however, blocked opportunities for the horizontal transfer between trades. The
former 101 foundational courses were reformed into 12 broader, theoretically
oriented initial courses which combined several related trades into different
vocational tracks. While the provision and availability of apprenticeships was
a major challenge, it was decided, through implementing and trying various
measures, that students who cannot find an apprenticeship after the two-year
training period can complete a third, supplementary year of practical training at
school. Also, it became possible for VET students to transfer back to the general
education track by completing a third supplementary year of studies enabling
access to HE. The most recent demands for further reforms have concerned
the increased need for individual flexibility in combining school-based and
work-based learning as well as for improved learning arrangements in general
(Michelsen et al., 2014).
At present, the opportunities to continue in post-secondary education vary
considerably between the vocational programmes in Norway (Olsen et al.,
2014). There are educational programmes whose pathways to post-secondary
education are well established, mainly in the area of technical trades, but there
are also programmes where direct opportunities for transitioning to HE do not
exist. Students who are not formally qualified to enter HE typically continue
their studies at post-secondary vocational colleges (‘fagskoler’ – ISCED 4). Entry
requirements for vocational colleges are either a vocational upper secondary
education, a general upper secondary education or an assessment of relevant
practical skills or non-formal competences. The term ‘higher vocational education’ has recently, in 2017, been established as an official term for the vocational
college programmes. The share of students continuing at vocational colleges
varies from field to field, but it is highest for the field of technical and industrial
production (16% of students three years after the completion of VET, Olsen
et al., 2014).
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Sweden

In Sweden, the provision of vocational education increased considerably in
the 1950s (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist, 2018). In the early 1960s, the
need to better coordinate the provision of VET programmes was reflected in
several reform initiatives, and the Commission on Vocational Education was
appointed in 1963. The commission suggested decreasing the number of former vocational education programmes and developing them into broader, twoyear study programmes. The Swedish parliament ultimately decided to merge
the former general upper secondary school system with the commercial and
technical upper secondary school systems and coordinated their provision as
part of post-compulsory, two-year continuation schools and vocational schools.
The greatest changes, however, concerned the regulation of content and scheduling; these were reformed to create an integrated upper secondary school
system. In the 1960s, a shift in regulating educational contents took place when
syllabuses based on local governance and initiatives were replaced by centrally
determined syllabuses. When a reform was established in 1971, the new vocational programmes were to be broadly oriented toward their relevant branch of
study and a new VET programme-based upper secondary school system was
implemented in the same spirit. The new vocational study programmes were
to provide a basic vocational education, while the adoption of working life
competences was to take place later. The reform led to an expansion of interest in establishing vocational school programmes parallel to decreasing workplace training across the total study time in vocational programmes. During the
school year 1983–1984, only 6% of these type of students’ studies took place at
a workplace (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist, 2018).
In 1991, the upper secondary education system was further reformed to
comprise 17 educational programmes, 14 of which were vocationally oriented. All upper secondary education was extended to last three years. Third, a
theoretical year was embedded in the upper secondary vocational education’s
curriculum to enable eligibility for HE. At the same time, the governance of
education was decentralised (Lundahl and Olofsson, 2014). In 1992, a reform of
the private school system took place as well, which led to further liberalisation
and emphasised that initiatives should be taken at the local level (Olofsson and
Persson Thunqvist, 2018). Even though the upper secondary education system
enabled a general eligibility for higher education, many students, particularly
those in vocational programmes, did not complete their studies satisfactorily.
For example, in 2012, 23% of students did not gain their final certificate and
36% did not achieve eligibility for HE (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist, 2018).
The increased regulation directed at the provision of general subjects with the
aim of easing the eligibility for HE led to a further weakening of work-based
learning. This effect was addressed by a reform introduced in 2011.
This most recent Swedish reform, in 2011, aimed to counterbalance the academic drift by creating a stronger division between higher education preparatory programmes and respective vocational programmes. The Swedish upper
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secondary education system, at present, comprises three pathways to gaining an
upper secondary diploma: (1) general education as the major route to HE, (2)
school-based vocational programmes and (3) apprenticeships – with the latter
two giving priority to work-based learning. The school-based vocational system provides 18 national programmes, 12 of which are vocational programmes
placing more emphasis than previously on specific vocational knowledge and
skills (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist, 2018).
As an outcome of the reforms, the present Swedish system of initial VET is
rather heterogenous in contrast to its unified past that had become the norm
since the 1990s. A review of the effects of the reform pilot from 1990 did
not indicate a clear increase in the participation rate of former VET students
in HE (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist, 2018; Statistics Sweden, 2013, p. 14;
Hall, 2013, 2012). The general HE participation rate has increased. Among
vocational students, 6–7 out of 10 of the students finished their upper secondary education and were qualified for HE (Statistics Sweden, 2013). At the same
time, enrolment in VET programmes in general has declined from 50% in the
1990s to 27% in 2013, and Swedish VET has had to struggle against the academic drift (Virolainen and Persson Thunqvist, 2017; Skolverket, 2013). The
need to counteract the academic drift in order to meet the needs of the labour
market as well as to decrease youth unemployment has raised renewed interest
in promoting apprenticeship training in Sweden.
Finland

In Finland, vocational education expanded remarkably in the 1960s due to the
creation of a network of vocational schools established to meet the demands of
the growing population after Second World War (Laukia, 2013). The shift from
an agricultural to an industrial society and further on to a service society was
also more rapid in Finland than in other European countries (Haapala, 2006).
Since the expansion of VET in the 1960s, the next ground-breaking reforms
in Finnish VET’s relation to HE took place in the 1980s and 1990s, whereas
the 1970s saw the establishment of the nine-year comprehensive school system.
In the upper secondary school reform during 1982–1988, a general education
component was enhanced in the VET qualifications. Despite the hierarchical and stratified structure of VET programmes, the reform initiated a route
to higher education via so-called college institutions (‘Opistoaste’, in Finnish).
Thus, it changed the status of VET from being an educational dead end with
no prospect of progressing to HE, which was previously only possible along
the general upper secondary education route (Laukia, 2013; Numminen, 2000;
Salminen, 1999; Väärälä, 1995).
In the 1990s, the reforms of the Finnish education system took advantage
of experience gained from the youth education and polytechnics experiments, and the vocational qualification structure was developed further. The
stratified structure of VET was replaced by a consecutive educational structure, curricula were modularised, the number of qualifications was reduced
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and the accreditation of prior learning was to be emphasised. Through these
VET reforms, local education providers gained more responsibility for planning curriculum contents, while the duration of education programmes, the
qualification structure of education and the national aims were still decided at
the national level (Stenström and Virolainen, 2016; Laukia, 2013; Numminen,
2000; Salminen, 1999; Väärälä, 1995).
The reforms of the 1990s improved young people’s eligibility for HE, and
as part of these reforms all VET qualification programmes were extended to
last three years. In parallel, vocational colleges (Opistoaste) were abolished once
the universities of applied sciences (UAS) were permanently established on the
basis of the former vocational colleges following the polytechnics experiment. In
addition to extending the duration of VET qualification programmes, workbased learning was given greater emphasis in VET by incorporating obligatory
on-the-job learning periods (about six months). Furthermore, at the beginning
of the 2000s, a Finnish system of skills demonstrations was adopted as a new
pedagogical approach emphasising educational collaboration with the working
world. As an outcome of the so-called youth education experiment, many cities
continued to offer dual qualifications in order to widen the bridge from VET
to HE. This enabled students to complete the matriculation examination of
their general upper secondary education and their VET qualification in parallel.
In 2012, the share of young VET graduates among matriculated students (i.e.,
completers of the dual qualification) was 7.6% (Kumpulainen, 2014, pp. 78, 81).
The latest Finnish VET reform introduced during 2015–2018 emphasised
individual study progress and the competence-based approach. Even though
the national curriculum framework is committed to equal opportunities and
provides access to HE, the decreased funding of both the VET and HE system
has led to the weakening of VET graduates’ position vis-à-vis general upper
secondary school graduates in competition for study places in HE. Some UAS
have adopted entrance examinations for VET graduates as of the 2010s. In general, VET graduates’ entrance to traditional science universities has not changed
from the 2%–3% rate seen in 1995 and during 2008–2009, even though fieldspecific exceptions with higher participation rates exist (Kumpulainen, 2009;
Ahola, 1997). Around one third of applicants to UAS have a VET background,
and they make up around 20%–80% of entrants, varying between study programmes (Hintsanen et al., 2016). The funding models of the Ministry of Education underline study progress, and VET graduates’ rate of dropping out of
UAS studies has been higher than for general upper secondary students in some
fields of education (Halonen, 2015; Stenström et al., 2012). In sum, access to
HE is highly competitive in Finland despite the introduction of opportunities
for eligibility via the VET route (see also Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2016).

Comparison of transitions to higher education
In the previous sections, we have described how transitions to HE via the VET
route have been developed in the Nordic education systems. The comparison
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of the Nordic education systems’ developments highlights how decisions on the
organising of VET’s relationship with the general upper secondary education
system and on the provision of general subject contents have been key issues
in reforms and in anchoring the institutional development of VET’s relation to
HE. Over the years, this has led to the establishing of education systems with
deeper stratification (Denmark), integrated programmes and the reintroduction
of apprenticeships (Swedish ‘Gy-11’ reform), binary and combinatory solutions
(Finland, ordinary VET and experimental reform of youth education and dual
qualifications), and consecutive optional routes (Norway, ‘2+2’ vs. ‘2+1’). Since
the 1990s, all countries have had policy discussions to settle the issue of enabling progress from VET to HE; Norway, Sweden and Finland have developed
distinct bridging solutions to offer young VET graduates pathways to HE. The
outcomes of these polices are, however, somewhat difficult to compare, because,
despite the policy attempts for universal HE access, their definitions and categorisations of HE differ substantially and there are also significant differences
between the categorisations of the occupational fields of these countries.
An unintended side-effect of the variety of opportunities on offer has been
that Nordic youths transit relatively slowly to HE, but the systemic reasons for
delayed transitions and critical transition points vary from country to country (cf., Walther, 2009, 2006). Denmark offers only limited opportunities for
progressing from VET to HE, and Norway offers several but not all particularly explicit routes, whereas these are quite clear in Sweden and Finland. In
Sweden and Finland, however, formal eligibility is moderated later down the
line through competitive HE entrance examinations and requirements. In general, Danish VET students have not acquired eligibility for higher education.
The recent introduction of eux programmes, since 2011, has promised some
improvements to this pattern and an easier route to both HE and the working
world (see Chapter 5). Since Danish VET graduates do have direct access to
some short-cycle programmes of HE (Vocational Academies), these would be
their primary route to further education. However, even some of these require
additional qualifications that can only be achieved through supplementary
preparatory courses (typically lasting one year). For Danish VET graduates,
the path from VET to higher education thus normally weaves via preparatory
courses or adult education (‘higher preparatory exam’, HF), or via the eux programme. Since 2011, the eux programme has offered direct routes to both HE
and the working world (see Chapter 5).
In contrast, in Norway, access to HE is possible via several routes alongside
internationally well-known 2+2 system. The most common route is the third
supplementary year in upper secondary school that qualifies students for admission to higher education, but this option runs parallel to apprenticeship training and tends to complicate the progression. The third supplementary year is
quite demanding, and a large share of students do not pass their exams. VET
students also have the opportunity to enter HE via one of these four routes:
(1) By following a special integrated track, TAF/YSK (‘teknisk allmennfag/
yrkes- og studiekompetanse’, in Norwegian; lit. translation: ‘technical general
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or vocational and academic qualifications’), which combines VET with general
education and leads to a trade certificate as well as a general university admission certification within four years. (2) By following the VET route to higher
education (‘Y-veien’, in Norwegian; lit. translation: ‘Y-road’). These are programmes adapted to VET graduates, offered by higher education institutions,
in particular to meet the demands of the labour market in engineering. The
Ministry of Education and Research wants to open up the possibility for VETroute programmes for further fields. Also, (3) the holders of a trade or journeyman’s certificate may pursue further studies (duration from six months to two
years) in tertiary vocational education (‘fagskole’, in Norwegian; lit. translation:
‘vocational school’) at the EQF-level 5. The completion of a two-year postsecondary (non-tertiary) programme qualifies students for admission to higher
education, provided the applicants can demonstrate a sufficient academic level
in Norwegian language. Furthermore, (4) applicants aged 25 years or more can
apply for admission to higher education based on the recognition of their prior
learning, RPL.
In Sweden, the qualification structure provides access to HE for VET students, but not all students achieve the targeted level in order to qualify for
HE. The share of qualified students varies by programme. For instance, in the
school year 2014–2015, it varied from 20% of students in the Energy study
programme to 60% of those in the Health Care programme gaining eligibility
for HE (Skolverket, 2016). In Finland, completing all three years of the VET
programme successfully yields general eligibility for HE by law; however, VET
graduates’ access to HE is still complicated by highly competitive entrance
requirements, with eligibility ultimately also depending on students’ final
grades (Numerus Clausus) and individual HE institutions’ entrance examinations. Often, Finnish VET students willing to ensure their eligibility for HE
are on firmer ground if they have completed a so-called dual qualification,
that is, the matriculation examination of general upper secondary school and
a VET qualification. Furthermore, the recent trend in VET reforms, during
2015–2018, steering toward the competence-based approach, as well as the
existing variety of general studies depending on education providers’ preferences, have caused regional differences in opportunities among youths in
Finland.
In sum, Nordic VET systems have developed various bridging solutions
to enable VET graduates’ eligibility for HE. While the pathways leading to
such eligibility are more or less direct and explicit, the complexity of the various conditions for eligibility make youths dependent on guidance counselling
regarding the progression opportunities. Finland and Sweden have a more integrated system, while Norway and Denmark have more auxiliary routes. The
progression routes for Norwegians have been more systematic and embedded
in the education structure than has been the case for the Danish routes until the
introduction of the eux system. In general, the differences between the Nordic
HE systems complicate the comparison of the success rates of Nordic students’
transitioning from VET to HE.
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Differences between Nordic HE systems

The differences between how Nordic HE systems enable VET graduates’ eligibility are reflected in the number of entrants to HE (see Table 3.1) and seen
implicitly in the general rate of the different age groups of adults who have
completed a tertiary education (see Table 3.2). The figures in Table 3.1 show
how the eligibility for entrance to HE with a VET background varies between
Nordic countries and their occupational fields. However, these figures have to
be interpreted with precaution, firstly as they do not present the HE entrance
numbers for the same year per country (see footnote of Table 3.1), and secondly as the numbers for the time passed since the HE entrants’ graduation
from VET up to starting HE vary between the countries. Furthermore, the
categorisations of the VET occupational fields represented differs between the
countries. In general, the number of entrants to HE would be higher if students’
whole life span were to be taken into account, but getting access to such representative data was not targeted by the research. Thus, the presented numbers
are only an example intended to show how, for instance, progress from Danish
VET to HE is on average more rare than in other Nordic countries that have
more established routes to HE. The differences reflect country-specific cultures
in regard to the intertwinement of education systems and labour market relations, employment situations, occupational hierarchies, demand for labour, and
the specific needs of occupations in each field.
The share of Finnish VET graduates among all young applicants to UAS was
27% in 2013, on average per UAS (Hintsanen et al., 2016), while the share of
those who had started their studies in VET in 2004 and progressed to UAS by
2008 (within the typical four-year follow-up period) varied between 4% and
15%, depending on the field of study (see Table 3.1). In Sweden, the share of
VET graduates studying in HE programmes varies likewise from field to field,
ranging from 2% of students in Vehicle Engineering having a VET background
to around 30% in Health Care in the school year 2006–2007 (Skolverket,
2016). In Norway, the highest participation rate of VET students in ‘fagskoler’
has been in the field of Technical and Industrial Production, where 16% of
participants were VET graduates in 2011 (Nyen et al., 2013). In all Nordic
countries, entrance to traditional science universities with a VET background
is much rarer. In Finland, the rate in 2001 was 0%–13%, depending on the field
(Vuorinen-Lampila and Valkonen, 2012), and in Norway, around 1%–9% in
2011 (Nyen et al., 2013).
In Table 3.2, the varying outcomes of HE structures become explicit;
although, whether the HE entrants stemmed from a general upper secondary
school or a VET programme is not differentiated. The figures in Table 3.2
show that the provision of short-cycle education is strongly represented in the
HE structures of Denmark and Norway. It is also the main destination for VET
graduates in Norway. In Denmark, however, VET graduates increasingly opt
for Bachelor’s degree programmes at university colleges and in an occupational
field different to their VET programme (Frederiksen et al., 2012). Swedish VET
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Table 3.1 Transitions from VET to higher education in the four Nordic countries by field of education
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Table 3.2 Adults who have attained tertiary education, by type of programme and age group
Education and
age group
Short cycle
25–34
55–64
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25–34
55–64
Master’s
25–34
55–64

Finland
(FI) %

Denmark
(DK) %

Norway
(NO) %
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0
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22
18

22
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22
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14
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7

12
6

13
9
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7

Source of data: Adopted from OECD, 2015, p. 41.
Note: The OECD’s data refer to ISCED 2011. Definitions and categorisations have changed in recent
decades and therefore comparisons of age groups are somewhat problematic.

graduates also continue mostly in higher vocational education (‘yrkeshögskolor’,
in Swedish; lit. translation: ‘professional colleges’). In Finland, in contrast, shortcycle HE is only beginning to emerge, as suggested by recent experiments (Aittola et al., 2016). A significant proportion of the younger Finnish age groups
completed their Bachelor’s degree at a UAS. Increased rates of the completion
of UAS studies is the reason why the share of those who completed Bachelor’s
and/or Master’s degrees has been relatively high in Finland compared to other
Nordic countries (Hagensen, 2014; Virolainen and Stenström, 2014). However,
the statistics for 2015 and 2016 on 25–34-year-olds’ completion of HE show
that the number of students who completed HE in that period was actually
higher per other Nordic country than in Finland (OECD, 2017, p. 51).
In sum, participation in HE varies in all of the Nordic countries from field to
field. While Finland is the only Nordic country where VET participation has
increased since the 1990s by at least 10% (Stenström and Virolainen, 2016), the
shift in its educational transition pattern from VET to HE has also been significant. This is not only an outcome of HE eligibility. The policies on how UAS
choose their students and assess students’ VET background depend on their
autonomous choice. Finnish UAS have the right to organise entrance examinations and reserve study places for VET graduates. They may also consider
work experience as part of their entrance criteria. The expansion of HE via
the introduction of UAS is the second main reason for Finnish VET’s increased
attractiveness. Also, the Finnish educational transition pattern may in future
change toward favouring the academic over the VET route as a result of the
latest education policies’ emphasis on general upper secondary education and
the matriculation examination as the basis for student selection at traditional
science universities (Stenström and Virolainen, 2016). At the same time, Finnish
VET graduates’ employment rate has been weaker than that of VET graduates
in other Nordic countries. Their lower employment rate is not explained only
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by the prolonged recession since 2008, but also by the slow recovery from the
previous recession in the 1990s as well as by the high rate of HE completion in
the overall population having led to increased competition in the labour market
(Stenström and Virolainen, 2018; Julkunen and Nätti, 1999). In Sweden, recent
policies have placed increased emphasis on the links between VET and the
working world in order to improve and increase youth employment, and the
changes in VET have been reflected in the diminishing transitions to HE (Persson Thunqvist and Hallqvist, 2014). In Sweden, the general situation has been
that transitions to HE have been less common via male-dominated VET programmes aimed at specific occupations such as building and construction than
via female-dominated VET programmes broadly oriented toward occupational
fields such as the arts and media (Virolainen and Persson Thunqvist, 2017).

Conclusions
In the Nordic countries, higher education systems have significant similarities, in broad terms, such as public funding and related state control, tuitionfree education and very high rates of enrolment despite the introduction of
marketisation and managerialism in recent decades. In contrast to other countries, the Nordic systems of higher education have been characterised as less
market-oriented and less hierarchical than the Anglo-American systems as well
as less academically focused than the continental European systems (Antikainen,
2016). Still, from the perspective of VET graduates and their opportunities to
progress to HE, the Nordic systems of HE also have major differences between
each other. First of all, the eligibility requirements for VET graduates to enter
HE differ, and there are also general differences between the HE systems. In
particular, the provision of professionally oriented HE makes each Nordic HE
system distinct. What Nordic countries have in common is that creating a parity of esteem between VET graduates and graduates of general upper secondary
programmes in regard to gaining access to HE is still a challenge.
As for learning policies, it is, firstly, notable that the Nordic attempts to bridge
VET and HE have developed at a different pace and the relation between their
respective VET and national education systems varies. On the one hand, the
Danish hybridisation strategy and Norwegian VET system have intended to
integrate apprenticeships and HE preparation (eux and YSK). On the other
hand, since 2011, Sweden has offered unified upper secondary education and
enhanced work-based learning in integrated vocational programmes. Finland
has based its approach to bridging on enhancing the general subject content in
school-based vocational education but emphasises individual choice in this in
the most recent reform covering 2015–2018. Every Nordic VET–HE bridging
model that has been established at some point in time has been reconsidered,
renegotiated or reformed.
Secondly, the provision of short-cycle HE has different roles in various
Nordic education systems. In Denmark, historically, it has held a strong position in contrast to Finland, where it has not yet established itself. Thirdly, the
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adoption of the Bologna structure of HE has not had similar effects in the
Nordic countries in regard to the transitioning from VET to HE. While HE
entrance requirements have been formalised, the interpretation of HE institutions’ autonomy to decide on them have varied across the Nordic countries.
In Denmark, the adoption of the Bologna structure has caused a growing time
gap in these transitions, probably also due to a weak VET–HE bridging model.
Fourthly, based on the experienced decline in the enrolment rate for VET in
Norway, Denmark and especially Sweden after 2011, it seems that clear progression routes to HE are required to make VET an attractive alternative to the
academic programmes of upper secondary education. However, the experience
in Sweden since 1991 demonstrates that including academic subjects in all VET
programmes in order to provide eligibility for higher education to everyone
tends disadvantage students from non-academic backgrounds. In this respect,
the Finnish strategy of combining skills demonstrations and enhanced on-thejob learning in addition to offering academic subjects appears to be a promising
development concerning VET graduates’ options for gaining eligibility for HE.
Fifthly, in Finland, the UAS reform has succeeded in creating clear progression
routes from VET to HE, and this has contributed to raising the attractiveness
of VET. Even though a similar effect is not visible in Denmark following the
establishment of Vocational Academies there, the Danish outcome reflects that
VET graduates in Denmark tend to be already employed in the labour market
by the time they have completed their VET programme, and it is thus less of
an incentive for them to continue in or re-enter the education system. In Finland, the high level of unemployment compared to other Nordic countries has
hampered youths’ transition from VET to the labour market and thus made it
an incentive to continue along the educational path.
Our descriptions of the Nordic VET systems’ developments with respect
to transitioning to HE have portrayed the diversity and dynamics of the systemic development in each of the Scandinavian countries. The secondary
data derived from the project Nord-VET have enabled us to sketch some of
the dynamics of the systemic developments as well as their recent outcomes.
These findings give support to what has been found, namely, ‘generic conditions for successful transitions’. Successful transitions are generally supported
by “a healthy economy, well-organised pathways that connect initial education
with work and further study, widespread opportunities for workplace experience to be combined with education, tightly knit safety nets for those at risk,
good information and guidance, and effective institutions and processes” (Raffe,
2008, p. 291). Previous research has also shown that transition systems’ many
dimensions are interconnected and embedded in their national contexts, which
makes their comparison challenging. As one kind of data typically only reflects
some aspects of a systemic change, only a partial view of the complete picture
can be gained – which has also been the case for this study. Our secondary data
enabled identifying key turning points in education policy and their outcomes
in terms of HE participation rates. As eligibility for HE has been an organisational challenge for all Nordic countries and has had an effect on transition
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patterns and education policies, it deserves further investigation. The differences
between the occupational fields of education, their relations to the dominant
forms of production in the labour market of each country, as well as the aspect
of vulnerability within the present global economy all deserve more attention.
Furthermore, the relevance of short- versus long-cycle HE qualifications as
forms of further education for VET graduates also deserves further research.
The modifications that Busemeyer (2015) has suggested, to theories explaining
institutional diversity of education and training systems further highlight one
particular trait of education policies that should be examined further: the policy
processes by which educational goals are defined and negotiated. In regard to
transitions to and from VET, the processes by which curricular aims are defined
are particularly interesting as the general content and adequacy of general competencies with respect to demands in further and higher education are defined
in these processes. In particular, the polarisation and the hybridisation of job
profiles in the labour market invite researchers and policy makers to rethink
the education systems’ affordances concerning lifelong learning and further
education opportunities. During career changes, people need career management skills, abilities and affordances to learn on the job, and they should be able
to combine new learning taking place on the job with knowledge and skills
learned in the past. A challenge for VET communities of practitioners is not
to lose their field-specific knowledge, skills and competence when additional
skills are demanded.
A deeper understanding of curricular processes would also be helpful as significant changes in the labour market can even stir up panic among policy
makers, and modifications made to the education system in such circumstances
are bound to lead to fragmented solutions. For example, Busemeyer’s study in
2015 brought up the temporality of educational reforms, remarking: long-term
changes demand long-term commitment. Further comparative analyses of the
educational experiences of youths would also be useful as interpreters of national
transition systems since transitions to HE are relatively lengthy and complex in
Nordic countries (despite their differences) compared to other countries. More
information about the reasons for the slow transitioning is needed to assess
whether, for example, these involve a lack of guidance counselling and information which would help students in making career choices; a lack of transparency regarding educational outcomes in terms of employment; and a lack of
independence from economic pressures, the insecurity of careers, the current
cultural changes in society, a combination of these or something else.
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4	Balancing the esteem of
vocational education and
social inclusion in four
Nordic countries
Lene Larsen and Daniel Persson Thunqvist
Introduction
The Nordic countries share a long-term commitment in education to equality, social justice and social inclusion, but it has also become apparent that
it is a major challenge to maintain the high esteem of VET and simultaneously include all students, regardless of social background. The key topic for
this chapter is how these two policy-objectives have been balanced in VET.
Attempts in the Nordic countries since the 1990s to improve the esteem of
VET relative to general education can be framed in the context of the egalitarian Nordic model of education. The chapter shows how different educational
systems – especially in Denmark and Sweden – respond to this challenge, and
we argue that esteem must be discussed in a varied way. While acknowledging
that education policies have partly converged with international trends, the
comparative analysis also demonstrates significant differences across the Nordic
VET systems in promoting social inclusion and counterbalancing exclusion in
education and working life. Linking policy-analysis to a youth research perspective, the multifaceted nature of esteem is further illustrated through the
role and meaning that VET has for various groups of students. When young
people with few resources become dominant in VET, the status of VET tends
to fall, which increases dropout rates and social problems. Although the esteem
of vocational training is declining, VET remains an active choice for many students. They find it meaningful to participate in the practical work in workshops,
and they get along with the teachers in a better way than in primary school.
VET provides alternative learning paths and attractive vocational identities. So,
vocational training makes many students feel included in various ways in the
different Nordic VET systems.

Esteem and social inclusion: policy, transitions
and participation
Today, the Nordic VET is required to pursue a wide range of (sometimes contradictory) goals of educating skilled professionals and including socially disadvantaged young people (Nyen and Tønder, 2014; Larsen, 2012; Jørgensen,
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2011). This raises the issue of esteem, which is not always clear-cut. Some
vocational programmes provide access to attractive opportunities for employment and further education, as well as the development of a strong professional
identity, which contributes to high levels of esteem (Koudahl, 2004). Some
trades have high status among some groups of men and women respectively
(Korp, 2013; Præstmann Hansen, 2009), and the esteem of an education is often
closely linked to the status of the work it gives access to (Persson Thunqvist
and Axelsson, 2012). The status of some subject areas changes over time due to
media-created images of specific trades (Steno, 2015), and changes in the VET’s
target groups may affect VET’s overall status. In all the Nordic countries, VET
plays a vital role in achieving the goal of education for all young people. This
should be seen in conjunction with a shift in political strategies, away from
focusing on equal access to education, towards a much more intense focus on education for all in order to reduce residual group in education ( Juul, 2012) and the
resulting focus on inclusion.
The aim of this chapter is to explore how the challenges involved in improving the esteem of VET, while simultaneously promoting social inclusion goals,
have been approached in the Nordic countries in the field of tension between
macro-policies and the micro-level of young people’s lived experiences. We
focus on three interconnected questions: First, esteem and social inclusion are
examined as a political challenge, comparing how the issue of parity of esteem
between general and vocational education has been placed at the centre of
public education reforms from 1990 to the present. Secondly, we focus on how
the esteem question intersects with the social inclusion goals in VET in line
with the notion of education for all that is associated with the Nordic model of
education. In this part, conditions and measures to counteract social exclusion
in terms of early school dropout are described and compared across the countries. The third and final section discusses the notion of participation, and how
social inclusion invokes the students’ perspectives and the meaning of VET for
the students.
In the course of the analysis, Denmark and Sweden are particularly highlighted as representing opposite ways to maintain or improve the esteem of
VET. Explanations of these differences, we argue, are connected to the two
different VET systems, i.e. a dual system distinguished by apprenticeship oriented toward skilled employment (Denmark), vis-à-vis a school-based system
of VET (e.g. Sweden), as described in the preceding chapters (Chapters 1 and
2). The country comparisons also raise further questions about self-reinforcing
dynamics and unintended consequences of reforms directed at achieving higher
esteem for VET and social inclusion goals by bringing VET closer to higher
education. In addition, from a youth research perspective, we discuss institutional and cultural dimensions of social inclusion in the context of young people’s multiple transitions from VET to working life, and in relation to social class
and gender. We argue that linking the analysis of macro-policies to the people’s
lived experiences of their transitions may contribute to uncovering the differentiated nature of esteem. VET may have low prestige within general education
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hierarchies (e.g. Billett, 2014; Mäkinen and Volanen, 1998). However, VET and
skilled employment may also be a respected route associated with high esteem
among students from various locations and non-academic homes.
Theoretically and conceptually, the analysis is based on classical education
sociology. We draw particularly on Bourdieu’s understanding of education as
an unequal hierarchy of possibilities, and the transition research’s concepts of
young people’s choices and transitions as being less linear (Walther, 2006). In
addition, we draw on Willis’s concept of anti-school culture in order to understand why and how the VET provides new and different opportunities for participation for some young people, not least for boys. The comparison of how
esteem and inclusion has been handled on the policy level draws on a problembased comparative approach used in the Nord-VET project. This approach
focuses on how education policies are shaped in negotiations between the concerted interests (e.g. the state, the unions and the employers’ organizations) in
the field of VET (see the introductory chapter).

The esteem of VET as a policy challenge
For a rather long period of time, VET has attracted at least half of a youth
cohort in the Nordic countries (Table 2.1, this volume; Virolainen and Stenström, 2014) and has been a vital component in skill formation. However, in
the past decade, enrolment rates in initial VET are falling in all the Nordic
countries (except for Finland). At present, the major policy-challenge is to
make VET a more attractive choice for young people and counteract the dual
problem of youth unemployment and labour shortages in skilled occupations.
Similar discussions have also been highlighted in several other countries, such
as the UK (Fuller and Unwin, 2009), US and Canada (Lehmann et al., 2014).
A long-term perspective on the esteem of VET is relevant, since this issue has
been framed differently in education policies over time in the Nordic countries,
partly linked to fluctuations in enrolment rates in VET.
Internationally, the concept of parity of esteem is often used nowadays in policy discussions. Previous research on VET systems in different European countries (Deissinger et al., 2013; Lasonen and Manning, 2001; Lasonen and Young,
1998) reveals a multitude of policy-strategies in the context of national education reforms that have been used to improve the esteem of VET relative to
general education. Overriding societal sources of the disparity of esteem between
general and vocational education have been discussed as well. The lower status
of VET is partly due to dominant perceptions in society about VET as less prestigious than academic education, articulated over centuries by power elites with
a rather distant relationship to skilled labour and apprenticeship (Billett, 2014).
Such discourses are linked to the labour market subordination of manual work
in relation to the leading, planning and symbolic work. The fundamental contradiction within democratic market societies between the principle of equal
opportunities and the scarcity of recognized social positions in society (Walther,
2006, p. 122) also matters. When the policy problem is articulated in terms of
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a “surplus of academic students”, as in some previous education reforms in
Finland and Sweden (Mäkinen and Volanen, 1998), it may refer to worries
about a decrease of the quality and exclusivity of higher education. It can also
refer to requests for institutional mechanisms that “cool down” or “re-direct”
the aspirations of young people who lack privileged social and cultural capital.
On the contrary, among the social partners involved in VET, it may refer to
concerns about a drift of ambitious young people away from vocational tracks
to academic tracks that undermine the quality and legitimacy of VET as a vital
part in collective skill formation.
Improving the esteem of VET: different policy-strategies
in the post-1990 reforms

Education policies for improving the esteem of VET in relation to general education from 1990 onwards may to some extent represent an extension of previous social democratic–inspired policies for equality and equal access to higher
education within the framework of the egalitarian Nordic Welfare regime
(Antikainen, 2006). Previous historical comparisons of the post-war Nordic
VET systems (Michelsen and Stenström, 2018) have extensively described how
the strong political efforts of the Social Democratic Party across the Nordic
countries have struggled to reduce the distance between vocational education
and general education, and to promote equal access to further studies for all
students, regardless of their social backgrounds.
However, there are significant differences in the policy strategies used to
maintain or improve the esteem of VET across the different countries. Schoolbased VET systems in Sweden and Finland are generally distinguished by political attempts to integrate vocational education and general education. However,
apprenticeship-based VET systems, such as in Denmark, have been characterized by attempts to modernize and enhance the quality of VET, while protecting the specific nature of VET (Persson Thunqvist and Jørgensen, 2015).
Sweden represents the most clear-cut example of the “unification-strategy”:
VET was integrated into a new upper secondary school in 1971. Largely oriented towards progression in the education system, this model remains intact
in 2017, despite the fact that different education reforms (1991 and 2011) have
drawn the system in different directions (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist,
2018). In addition to partisan politics, an important reason for the strong continuity of the Swedish model is that the employer organizations and unions at
central level, and the export industries dominating the Swedish economy, have
all largely supported the generalist nature of school-based VET (Dobbins and
Busemeyer, 2014; Lundahl, 1997; Lundahl et al., 2010).
However, post-1990 education reforms in the Nordic countries have also
converged with international neo-liberal trends in educational policy, emphasizing individual choice and employability, to make VET more attractive for
young people. The VET systems have been decentralized, diversified and
made more flexible to respond to the diverse demands of individual students
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( Jørgensen, 2011). A common feature for several upper secondary reforms in
Sweden (1991), Norway (1994), Finland (1995) and Denmark (2000) was curriculum changes aimed at promoting individual choice and enhancing the links
between VET and higher education institutions. All the reforms added more
academic courses into the vocational tracks in order to create more options
and educational opportunities for vocational students. In Denmark, however, a
reform in 2007 reduced the extent of the general subjects in the basic courses,
and a reform in 2014 reversed this policy and the higher level was required in
the general subjects.
The impact of strategies has varied. One trade-off for such institutional individualization is that the more theoretically demanding tracks benefit strong
groups of students who are capable of managing individually, but it risks
increasing the drop-out rates among students from non-academic backgrounds
( Jørgensen, 2011). The Swedish upper secondary reform of 1991 extended the
two-year vocational lines to a third year of mainly higher education preparatory studies. Formally, this gave VET students eligibility for higher education,
but only a minority of students in industrial and technical VET programmes
attain this eligibility and then continue to higher education after completion
(Persson Thunqvist and Hallqvist, 2014). As shown in Chapter 3 (this volume), transitions from initial VET to higher education is also rather limited in
Finland.
The Norwegian reform in 1994 introduced a “2+2” model for vocational
courses that allowed students, after two years of school-based vocational studies,
to choose between one year of academic preparation or two years of apprenticeship. While this reform has proved successful in promoting flexibility, among
other things, it remains a challenge to attract students to choose an apprenticeship during the final two years (Olsen et al., 2014). Finnish post-1990 upper
secondary reforms generally aim to achieve a greater degree of curriculum
integration and mutual enrichment (Lasonen and Young, 1998) of academic and
vocational curricula. This is different to Norway and Sweden, where upper
secondary curricula mix general and vocational courses, but do not usually blur
the boundaries between them.
While reforms in the Nordic countries have repeatedly aimed to improve
equal access to higher education, post-1990-reforms also reflect repeated efforts
to counteract inbuilt weaknesses in the school-based VET systems in terms of
weak connections to working life. Since 2000, Finland has launched several
education reforms to reinforce the connection between school and working
life. This includes the establishment of a new workplace learning system and
new forms of assessment (skills demonstration), and the promotion of the image
of VET to change negative attitudes, such as VET as a “second choice” and the
“stepchild” in relation to academic education (Virolainen and Stenström, 2014,
pp. 15–17). The Norwegian upper secondary reform of 1994 succeeded in
expanding apprenticeship into (several) new occupational fields through close
collaboration between the state and the labour market partners (Olsen et al.,
2014). This also improved direct access to working life, particularly for those
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students who continue their apprenticeship after two years in upper secondary
school.
Denmark and Sweden as opposites

Once again, Denmark and Sweden represent two opposite cases regarding different policy strategies to improve the esteem of VET. These strategies can
also be examined as policy strategies to manage unintended consequences of
previous education reforms. In Sweden, attempts to improve the esteem of
VET have shifted twice since 1990, affecting the overall composition between
VET and general education (Persson Thunqvist, 2015). While the 1991-reform
prioritized higher education preparation in vocational tracks, the 2011-reform,
driven by a centre-right political alliance, prioritized a stronger demarcation
between higher education preparatory programmes and vocational programmes:
the amount of specific vocational content increased at the expense of higher
education preparatory courses (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist, 2018). The
quality of higher education preparatory programmes was expected to increase,
as they became more exclusively associated with higher education. By building
new formal frameworks for cooperation between initial VET and the labour
market at central and local levels, the quality and efficiency of the vocational
tracks were also expected to increase. In addition, a new apprenticeship track
was launched as an alternative to school-situated VET programmes. Indeed, the
2011-reform has been contested in public political debates. The Social Democratic Party (returning to power 2014), in alliance with the Green Party and
with support from the trade unions and the Left Party in educational matters,
have pushed for a return of equal access to higher education in VET. Declining rates of enrolment in VET (from 36% in 2007 to 27% in 2017; Skolverket,
2017) have also contributed to adjustments in school-based VET in order to
facilitate higher education preparations.
During the new millennium, urgent skills shortages in large industrial sectors in Sweden have also been a decisive factor for the stronger involvement of
companies and unions to initiate measures (e.g. vocational colleges, see Chapter 5) to improve the prestige of VET and to attract more young people. Other
measures have been directed towards campaigning and influencing public opinion concerning attitudes to the skilled occupations. Given that craft identification has generally been rather weak in Sweden (e.g. compared to Denmark and
Norway), various industrial occupations have a rather low status among young
people (Ferm et al., 2017).
By contrast to Sweden, post-1990 education reforms in Denmark have been
characterized by a broad consensus amongst most political parties and the
dominant labour market partners to update and prioritize vocational education and apprenticeship as a track separate from the gymnasium, in order to
retain the strong labour market value of the dual VET system. However, like in
Sweden, the strong academic drift among young people to the gymnasium and
higher education has repeatedly called for policy objectives to build bridges from
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apprenticeship to higher education ( Jørgensen, 2013b). These policy attempts
represent ways of addressing inbuilt challenges in the VET system in terms of
weak connections to higher education. They include the establishment of a
Swedish-style, full-time, school-based vocational gymnasium (introduced in the
1980s) which provides both vocational education and support progression to
higher education. By contrast to apprenticeship, the vocational gymnasiums do
not qualify for skilled employment.
Previous research ( Jørgensen, 2013b) reveals several challenges and unintended consequences associated with such policy attempts in recent decades.
Some barriers to improving the esteem of apprenticeship in Denmark by bringing it closer to higher education are related to the strong connections between
VET and the labour market. The active involvement of the labour market
partners in VET contributes to maintaining a strong standing of apprenticeship from a labour market perspective. Apprenticeship has remained a respected
alternative in relation to general education because it offers a rather safe route
for young people to skilled employment and, in many cases, high introductory
wages ( Jørgensen, 2013b). At the same time, extended periods of workplace
learning make it difficult for students to qualify for higher education. Early
establishment in the labour market and economic independency are not in
themselves incentives for investments in further education. Moreover, the social
background of most of the vocational students often makes the vocational route
more attractive than academic studies. Therefore, VET has also played an absolutely vital role for the policy-strategy to promote “education for all”.

Dropout, inclusion and exclusion
The strategy that all young people should complete a youth education has
been prioritized as an inclusion challenge in all four Nordic countries. This
has meant that in recent years, VET has had to educate a far more academically
and socially differentiated target group than previously, including young people
with social and mental issues. This inclusion task has led to declining student
numbers, challenges in attracting talented and ambitious young people, large
drop-out rates and (as a consequence) declining esteem.
Previous comparative Nordic research on social inclusion provides a multifaceted picture of different causes, as well as a combination of causes (Bäckman
et al., 2011) for non-completion and dropout from upper secondary vocational
education ( Jørgensen, 2011; Engberg and Melin, 2014). In general, the dropout
issue may be viewed in a holistic perspective and not as isolated phenomena,
since dropout patterns are linked to overriding questions about the esteem of
VET, quality and labour market connections. As shown in Chapter 2 (this volume), difficulties obtaining access to training placements for workplace learning constitute important barriers for students’ completion in Denmark and
Norway, with a strong apprenticeship component in VET. At the same time,
in Finland and Sweden, increased academic content in VET programmes have
often been suggested as a potential cause of increased dropout rates, since VET
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students with a non-academic background mostly prefer a shorter route to
working life, and not academic studies (Olofsson and Panican, 2008).
A comparative study (Bäckman et al., 2011) on dropout patterns in upper
secondary schools and VET in the Nordic countries (based on the period
1995–2007) reveals that VET tracks in Norway have the highest dropout rates
(about 37%–45%) and Finland has the lowest (about 15%) during the relevant period. According to the study, the dropout rate in Danish vocational
tracks fluctuates between 17% and 25%, and is close to Sweden (approximately
20%–25% drop out in the vocational tracks). Furthermore, the results of the
comparative study show that native-born Swedish young people who follow
a regular vocational track came out best among the Nordic countries in a
seven-year follow-up from school start (Bäckman et al., 2011). This suggests that
the “dropout-problem” in Swedish upper secondary school should rather be
located in the academic tracks, where Sweden lags behind the other Nordic
countries considerably regarding high dropout rates.
The quite positive picture on school completion for native Swedish VET
students in a seven-year follow-up may be further explained by age restrictions
in upper secondary school, in combination with the social inclusive function
of the second chance system. The current increase in immigration in the Nordic countries raises questions about how the whole support system, including
the school system, adult education and labour market policy, can be used and
combined to support young immigrants through their studies and transitions
to work.
Over the past decade, Denmark, Finland and Sweden have developed a
diverse set of youth-oriented active labour market policy measures (ALMPs).
They cover subsidized employment, labour market services, job seeking guidance and labour market training (Tosun et al., 2017) to support early school
leavers and unemployed people, including recently arrived immigrants. While
Finland and Sweden comprise rather similar cases regarding the composition
of such measures, Denmark stands out since its ALMP measures concentrate
more heavily on youth activation in vocational training (Tosun et al., 2017).
It is relevant to also mention that Swedish initial VET (typically targeting
16–19-year-olds) is more age-homogeneous than Danish VET. The majority of
youth-oriented ALMP measures in Sweden are intended for young adults (plus
20-year-olds). In Denmark, early school leavers have been extensively activated
in VET, while in Sweden since early 1990, they have been allocated to separate
preparatory programmes intended to enable students to transfer into regular
upper secondary school programmes.
Several measures for social inclusion that have been developed in the Nordic
countries relate to how young people with incomplete grades from compulsory schooling can reach the upper secondary level or find employment. Differences between the Nordic countries occur when it comes to how entrance
requirements are regulated in the education systems. In Norway, all students
have a statutory right to upper secondary education. While VET in Norway
does not require passed exams or grades at lower secondary level in order to
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access initial VET, access to VET in Denmark (from 2015) and to (regular)
upper secondary school VET programmes in Sweden requires passed exams
at lower level in eight subjects, e.g. Swedish, Mathematics and English (Nevøy
et al., 2014, p. 195). Since the latest 2011 reform in Sweden and 2014 reform
in Denmark, the requirements are lower in the VET programmes than in the
higher education preparatory programmes. This, in combination with higher
requirements for eligibility to higher education, probably affects falling enrolment rates in Swedish upper secondary school VET in recent years (Skolverket,
2017). At present, the Introduction Programme (IP) is one of the four largest
upper secondary school programmes, including five different tracks for students
who do not have the passing grades required for regular programmes, including
VET (Lundahl, 2012). Language introduction aimed at immigrant youth who
have recently arrived in Sweden is the largest track.
Denmark and Norway have developed comparable, irregular programmes.
Examples in Denmark are Schools of Production (tailored for students who
are not motivated by the traditional types of education) and Youth Education
Adapted for Young People with Special Needs (established in 2007 for young
people who have cognitive or physical disabilities). Since the 1994-reform in
Norway, counties in the country provide a multitude of alternative pathways,
with various connections to regular programmes, for students who are not
keeping pace, or who are dropping out of regular programmes. A common feature for the irregular programmes across the three countries is that the students
are in school, but they do not award any formally recognized upper secondary
qualifications. Research on the impact of these programmes is scarce, but available figures suggest that the irregular programmes have limited effect: between
one third and half of the students enter a regular programme (Nevøy et al.,
2014, pp. 204–205). Among young immigrants in Sweden who participate in
language introduction, only about 36% of the students continue to a national
programme within five years (Skolverket, 2017). The latest 2011 reform in
Sweden also re-introduced school-organized apprenticeship, tailored for students categorized as at risk of marginalization and, although this track was not
a success, it is still in progress, but on a reduced scale (see Chapter 5; Skolverket,
2017). Given that the irregular programmes do not require reorganization or
improvements of the regular programmes, a trade-off is that they contribute to
maintaining the legitimacy of regular, national VET programmes, and thus also
a division between “normal” and “special” tracks.
In Denmark, the inclusion challenge has resulted in various initiatives such
as the establishment of special classes and courses for diverse groups of students
in the vocational educations. This may entail positive experiences that can contribute to more students completing, because the programme is adapted to the
individual student, but it can also increase the risk of drop-out due to stigmatization of special programmes for disadvantaged students ( Jørgensen, 2011).
In addition, many resources have been invested in establishing special support
functions such as increased guidance, drop-out coordinators, mentors and psychological schemes (Larsen, 2012). This raises the question of what it means
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for the vocational education programmes that they are increasingly challenged
on their core task – training of skilled labour – and now also have to take on a
host of other functions that originally and traditionally belong to other systems
and institutions. In Denmark, this inclusion task has led to a discourse on the
fact that education is increasingly similar to social work, and teachers question
whether they are teachers or social workers (Larsen, 2012). In addition, it is also
being discussed whether providing a trade or care that is the core service, i.e.
whether VET should be “a place to learn” or “a place to be”? (Lippke, 2013).
In the Swedish upper secondary school, it has been observed as a problem that
much of the responsibility for vocational training in practice is placed on individual teachers, with weak institutional support (Fejes and Köpsén, 2012). Ultimately, these teachers, often working on their own, must deal with and make
sense of the various goals stipulated by the educational policy. An education
policy change in Denmark in 2014 meant, for example, that the prioritization
of social inclusion was replaced by a prioritization of exclusion/selection in the
form of admission requirements and increased consideration of the needs of the
labour market. Thus, a significant political goal in Denmark at present is that
30% of a youth cohort should choose a vocational education (rather than upper
secondary school) after primary school in 2025 (Government, 2014), which
places a major strain on some adolescent’s transition from primary to (lower/
upper) secondary education.
Transitions to educational hierarchies

The question of how the esteem of VET can be balanced with social inclusion is intrinsically interconnected with the capacity of VET to support young
people in their transitions through educational hierarchies and to working life.
While education policy often focuses on school-to-work transitions in terms of
efficiency and economic effects (i.e. system integration), when linked to social
inclusion it is equally important to consider both the institutional and cultural
dimensions of such transitions. The former dimension concerns, in our case,
how different institutional architectures of the Nordic VET systems (see the
introductory chapter) enable or constrain social integration in skilled employment and working life (Raffe, 2008). Departing from a sociological youth
research perspective on school-to-work transitions (e.g. Walther, 2006), we
argue that a discussion of the esteem of VET also needs to address issues about
overriding cultural shifts in young people’s transitions. For example, drop-out
rates are not only a manifestation of the shortcomings and problematic behaviour of some young people, but must also be seen in conjunction with young
people’s general orientation, choice patterns and coping with transitions.
The Danish education system requires young people to make a very early
choice between an academic preparatory or vocational secondary education,
which means that a large number of young people (about 75%) choose upper
secondary school as the first priority in order to postpone making a more
final decision for another three years. It is therefore also referred to as “the safe
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choice” or “the natural choice” (EVA, 2013). The Swedish VET, on the other
hand, focuses more on ensuring that young people acquire broader and more
general competencies, while at the same time acquiring practical skills. In this
way, early focus on employment is reduced in favour of an integration of vocational and general education, but with a correspondingly weaker link to the
labour market. Therefore, young people in Sweden do not perceive vocational
education in the same way as “closing doors” as they do in Denmark (Persson
Thunqvist and Hallqvist, 2014).
When comparing young people’s transitions from compulsory school to
vocational education at upper secondary level and subsequent transitions from
VET to stable employment in the labour market, significant differences appear
between the Nordic countries. As demonstrated in Chapter 2 (this volume),
transitions from VET to the labour market are generally smooth in Denmark
and Norway, with strong apprenticeship traditions compared to the schoolbased systems in Finland and Sweden. On the contrary, the transition through
the education system is more difficult in the former countries. This difference
in upper secondary school systems is reflected in higher non-completion rates
in Denmark (39%) and Norway (occasionally reaching 32%) than in Sweden
(17%) and Finland (close to 20%) (comparative figures based on 1998 student
cohort; Albæk et al., 2015, pp. 273–274; see also public statistics about early
school leavers in Table A4.1 in the appendix). However, during the financial
crisis in the early 1990s, Finland and Sweden faced serious problems with large
proportions of young people with prolonged withdrawal from both education and work, the so-called NEET-group (Virolainen and Persson Thunqvist,
2017). Weak connections between the school world and the labour market
contributed to high unemployment. The financial crisis has also affected the
size of the NEET-group in other Nordic countries. For example, the NEETgroup in Denmark increased more strongly after 2008 than in Sweden (see
Table A4.1 in the appendix). It is a major challenge for apprenticeship programmes in Denmark and Norway that the supply of training placements in
companies depends on the economic conditions in the labour market.
Public statistics of youth unemployment in the Nordic countries (Nordic
statistics, 2017) also indicate that across the shifts in the labour market over
more than two decades, there are consistent patterns in these official figures.
These patterns can be explained by the stronger connections between VET
and working life in Denmark and Norway compared to Finland and Sweden
(Table A4.1 in the appendix). In the European context, Sweden also has one
of the EU’s highest percentages of 15–24-year-olds in temporary employment
(60%, while the EU average was just over 40%, European Commission, 2012).
According to the OECD (2016), the liberal legislation regarding temporary
employment in Sweden (by contrast to the more rigid employment protection of permanent and full-time employment in the Swedish labour market)
represents an important explanation for the high proportion of young people
in temporary employment.
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To sum up, the comparison above highlights that differences in young people’s transitions through the education system and into working life is partly
dependent on the institutional design of the different Nordic VET systems.
Difficulties in respective VET systems are related to different phases in the
transition process, i.e. inside the education system or in the transition from
school to work ( Jørgensen, 2006). It is also important to put the question of
the esteem of VET into the general picture in youth research of transitions
becoming more prolonged and complex due to shifts in the culture of young
people, as well as conditions for socialization and identity formation in “late
modernity” ( Jørgensen, 2013b; Walther, 2006; Wyn and Dwyer, 2000; Beck,
1992). In a general sense, in order to attract young people, VET must be in
touch with such cultural shifts. This has partly to do with the fact that young
people spend longer periods of time in formal education institutions together
with other young people before they enter the labour market. Even if class and
gender distinctions prevail as an “objective reality” (e.g. Bourdieu and Passeron,
1997) and continue to separate young people in terms of access to different
career pathways and life opportunities, social identities and the scope of different imagined futures has become a more open affair. This means, for example,
that VET programmes in many European countries that do not open doors
to further studies, risk to being regarded as a “blind alley” (e.g. Raffe, 2008;
Deissinger et al., 2013). Transition is thus no longer a transition between two
defined life stages but consists of many different parallel and staggered transitions, and thus has become complex and non-linear ( Jørgensen, 2006; Larsen,
2003; Heinz, 2001; Wyn and Dwyer, 2000).
In general, the transition regime in the Nordic countries compared to other
European countries can be presented in a positive light due to coherent school
systems and good educational and social conditions and offers (Walther, 2006).
This is an image which must be refined, however, as many young people experience unstable family relationships, abuse, mental problems and peripheral
attachment to education (Lundahl, 2012). This depends e.g. on the relationship between choice-biography and normal-biography, where some young
people fail to live up to the expectations of both managing their own choicebiography and conforming to the norms of a normal-biography (Pless, 2009).
Gender also emerges as an important, but also differentiated, marker, in that all
four countries display a lower completion rate among young men, and men
generally have higher NEET rates (Albæk et al., 2015). Both the labour market and the education system are gendered and reproduce gendered patterns,
where the Nordic countries are highly horizontally gender-segregated, despite
political objectives of equality ( Jørgensen, 2013a). Gender segregation in the
labour market is both vertical and horizontal, and this affects which kind of
education young people are oriented towards and their career opportunities in
general (Niemi and Rosvall, 2013; Nielsen and Sørensen, 2004). In Denmark,
the strong division between education for young people contributes to a predominance of girls in the upper secondary education programmes and a large
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predominance of boys in technical vocational educations. The young people
who in Denmark choose a vocational education must already choose a specific
occupation at the age of 15–16 and have few experiences with the labour
market, so they often orient themselves towards some stereotypical gendered
identity figures ( Jørgensen, 2013a).

Esteem and inclusion as negotiated participation
The link between masculinity and class – and, partly, gender – is described well
within classical education culture studies and masculinity ( Jørgensen, 2013a;
Frosh et al., 2002; Kryger, 1988; Willis, 1977). Trouble – and in more established
institutional contexts, also including resistance and opposition – are classical
issues, which are at stake in the struggle to secure access and the right to participation and recognition. Disadvantaged young people often seek recognition
in arenas other than education and through different forms of resistance and
opposition to the “system” and institutional practices (Connell, 2000, p. 137).
Such oppositional practices can find expression through sub-cultural and youthcultural forms of language, style and images – such as symbolic creativity, which
shows how young people specifically work to create a sense of belonging, place
and space in education (Williams, 2011; Willis, 1990). For many young people,
VET constitutes a positive alternative to the school-based form of education
they have experienced earlier in their schooling, while in VET they experience being practical and part of a community that offers new and different
opportunities for participation (Korp, 2013). The theoretical orientations of
practice theory in recent years has opened up new understandings of young
people’s participation in education, where practical work and craftsmanship are
attributed a potential as the solution to some young people’s challenges within
school and education. The importance of becoming part of a community of
practice (Wenger, 1998) allows some young people to experience meaningful
participation in education, because they are seen and recognized as competent
apprentices/colleagues, where not least the role of the teacher is important in
order to establish a safe learning environment (Pless, 2009). Here, masculinity,
the physical and the aesthetic are of immense importance for the development
of enjoyment at school and the negotiation of identities, but where the hierarchy of the masculine over the feminine and the hierarchy of different masculinities creates some special inclusion and exclusion processes (Præstmann Hansen,
2013). Often, the Danish alternating training have been criticized for a lack of
social contexts and communities and as being opposed to the emphasis of the
general youth education on this aspect (Steno, 2015, 2016). Nevertheless, many
VET students emphasize the social community among the students as the being
the most positive aspect of a vocational education, where they experience being
accepted, making friends, helping one another and enjoying a place where the
general tone is humorous. In addition, it is meaningful to manufacture products
and provide services and the related material and bodily sensory processing.
Thus, VET is regarded as a counter-weight, or a form of counter culture in
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relation to primary and upper secondary education ( Jørgensen, 2013a; Korp,
2013). Nevertheless, separate groups of students are formed in the form of
institutional divisions into different cohorts (e.g. those who have clear career
plans and those who have not) and by the students’ own mutual positioning
(e.g. goody-goodies and troublemakers) and who are strongly reproducing and
playing a significant role in connection with drop-out. In this way, the relationship between esteem and inclusion is not just an education policy issue, it is also
very much something that is negotiated in and through the vocational educations’ specific cultural practices.
In the context of school-based VET in Sweden, Finland and Norway, students in the male-dominated, technically oriented VET programmes commonly prefer an early entrance into working life (Virolainen and Persson
Thunqvist, 2017; see also Chapter 7 in this volume). Dissertations based on
close-up descriptions of vocational students’ participation in the general subjects (Kärnebro, 2014; Högberg, 2009) reveal how students recurrently resist
subjects that they perceive as not immediately relevant for their future profession. However, the dissertations also show that vocational students generally
want to get good grades (to pass the courses), since they assume that poor
grades will negatively affect their chances to get a job. The results from previous studies on vocational students’ participation in workplace-based training in
Swedish industrial VET programmes (Ferm et al., 2017; Berner, 1989, 2010)
reveal that such training is quite demanding. The implications of this research
demonstrate that active learning strategies among students to become skilled
industrial workers are particularly interesting in the light of universal schoolbased VET systems, where workplace-based training is increasingly used nowadays as a social political measure to combat dropping out and social problems
(Olofsson and Panican, 2008, 2012). To put it somewhat incisively: advertising
apprenticeship as a route for school-wary young people tends to reduce its status among youth and their parents in general. However, for those young people
who manage to complete a full VET programme, workplace-based training
may represent an attractive learning career. Previous research also shows that
most of the students who completed an apprenticeship in the technical area in
Danish VET found employment in the targeted occupation. Afterwards they
also have a high mobility across sectors and industries, despite the fact that the
VET programmes are focused on specific skills ( Jørgensen, 2013b).

How to combine high esteem and social inclusion
By examining how the challenges involved in improving the esteem of VET
and promoting social inclusion goals have been approached in the Nordic
countries in the field of tensions between macro-policies and micro-level of
young people’s lived experiences, the chapter provides a multifaceted and varied picture. The Swedish-style unification strategy to improve equal access to
higher education and social inclusion at the same time became a role model
for many other countries. Hence, it comprises a kind of “natural experiment”.
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By requiring that all young people (16–19 years old) study general subjects,
including higher education preparatory courses at the same level, programme
supporters believe that the system best promotes opportunities for individuals
in society in a long-term perspective. However, a trade-off is that those students who do not intend to pursue higher education lose their possibility to
follow a more practical oriented VET programme. Moreover, it is quite evident
that the boundaries and social inequalities between students in vocational programmes relative to general programmes have not disappeared, despite previous
reforms (Persson Thunqvist and Hallqvist, 2014, pp. 16–17). A major challenge
for Swedish school-based VET over time has been that the strong educational
logic in initial VET has weakened the direct links to the labour market. A central concern for VET policy in recent decades has therefore been to bridge the
gap between upper secondary school and the world of work. Denmark can
be seen as an opposite to the Swedish case: policy strategies have been more
oriented to the modernization of the dual system of VET. Trade unions and
social democrats have come to recognize the benefits of a dual system and
therefore support apprenticeship. The strong ties between the dual VET system
and the labour market are a major strength, but the failure of persistent policy
attempts to improve the weak connections to higher education have remained
a policy-dilemma. Compared to Sweden, the early division of students into
different education pathways in upper secondary education (the dual system)
makes it difficult for young people to progress to higher education from VET.
On the other hand, the Danish VET system has proved more successful than
Sweden over time, by including non-academic students in skilled employment
and supporting career developments in the labour market (Olofsson and Panican, 2012). This success also comprises a barrier to higher education. These
different and somewhat contradictory movements in VET policies in Denmark and Sweden illustrate a notorious policy-dilemma within the framework
of the Nordic, universalistic welfare regime to simultaneously provide dualaccess to skilled employment and higher education. Attempts to improve the
esteem of VET in relation to general education have in various ways been
linked to policy-attempts to manage this dual challenge. VET policy, then, is
not just about rational educational planning, but also about political processes
and negotiations fraught with tensions and contradictions (Raffe et al., 1998).
Reforms are shaped by institutional dynamics in the interplay between a multitude of stakeholders in VET (Streeck and Thelen, 2005). They include the state,
the employers, the unions and other stakeholders at central and local levels,
including students “voting with their feet” (Billett, 2014).
The esteem of VET is also closely connected to issues of social inclusion
and exclusion. In addition, “the drop-out problem” has often been framed as a
deviation from a normal linear route through compulsory education and upper
secondary education. When vocational education is now presented in education policy as a measure to handle drop-outs and non-completion, it is likely
to affect the status of vocational education negatively, since most young people
do not want to be associated with problematic social categories. Importantly,
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however, this does not indicate a contradiction in terms between social inclusion and esteem per se. The dominant historical discourse of the academicvocational divide (for a critical discussion, see e.g. Billett, 2014) often neglects
VET students’ perspectives and experiences, dismisses vocational choices and
presents young people as second-chance learners (Brockmann, 2012). Indeed,
social class and gender contribute to the lower esteem of VET in the dominant
perception of prestige, since young people from working-class backgrounds
commonly prefer a faster route to working life than through the academic
route (Lappalainen et al., 2013). As illustrated above, vocational education and
apprenticeship may, in social and pedagogical practices, have important inclusive functions in providing alternative learning careers, supporting study motivation and vocational identities. Apprenticeship, therefore, may be a positive
choice connected with high esteem during young people’s participation in
communities of practice and negotiation of social identities, career pathways
and life opportunities.

Appendix

Table A4.1 Indicators of social inclusion of youth
NEET rates 15–34 years (% of population)1

Denmark
Finland
Sweden
Norway

2000

2005

2010

2015

6.9
13.0
7.0
20.4

6.6
10.6
10.2
10.0

8.0
11.5
8.3
7.6

8.4
13.1
7.4
8.1

Early school leavers 18–24 years (% of population)2

Denmark
Finland
Sweden
Norway

2000

2005

2010

2015

11.7
9.0
7.3
12.9

8.7
10.3
10.8
4.6

11.0
10.3
6.5
17.4

7.8
9.2
7.0
10.2

Youth unemployment below 25 years (% of active population)3

Denmark
Finland
Sweden
Norway

2000

2005

2010

2015

6.2
21.4
10.5
9.8

8.6
20.1
22.6
11.4

13.9
21.4
24.8
9.2

10.8
22.4
20.4
9.9

Sources of data: Eurostat 1. edat lfse 21, 2. edat_lfse_14, 3. Une rt a.
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5	Reforms and innovations in
Nordic vocational education
Improving transitions to employment
and to higher education
Christian Helms Jørgensen
The aim of this chapter is to present and examine policy reforms and innovations to manage the two main challenges for VET that are examined in the
preceding chapters. The first part focuses on innovations to link the VET system to the labour market. This is a major challenge for the mainly school-based
VET systems of Sweden and Finland. However, the apprenticeship systems of
Norway and Denmark also face the challenge of connecting students’ learning in school-based and work-based training, and of safeguarding the quality
of work-based training. The second part focuses on innovations to link VET
to higher education, which is a major challenge for the VET systems of Norway and Denmark. In these two countries, hybrid programmes that combine
apprenticeships with preparation for higher education are examined. This part
also examines new higher education institutions intended for former students
from VET in Finland and Denmark. The chapter does not examine specific
innovations related to the esteem of VET and social inclusion in VET, because
these issues are closely related to the two main concerns of this chapter. Social
inclusion is related to the students’ access to employment and esteem is related
to students’ access to higher education.
The chapter’s interest in innovations arises from the identification of tradeoffs for policy in the field of VET. Trade-offs imply that an advantage gained in
one dimension involves a disadvantage in another. However, sometimes a tradeoff can be evaded or reduced by changes to the institutions or practices that
define the trade-off. In this sense, innovations need not be revolutionising. The
innovative institutions and practices examined here are not associated with the
displacement of existing institutions or radical shifts in the historical trajectories
of the national VET systems. It is more appropriate to regard them as processes
of layering, where new initiatives are introduced alongside existing institutions
in processes of gradual institutional change (Mahoney and Thelen, 2010).
The Nordic labour markets and education systems are characterised by centralised, egalitarian and standardised regulation, and they have therefore been
criticised for being rigid and slow to adapt to changing market conditions.
However, this is contradicted by the continuous capacity of these countries
to combine strong economic performance with low levels of social inequality
in international comparisons (Engelstad and Hagelund, 2015). The innovative
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capacity of the Nordic countries is supported by the ‘beneficial constraints’
provided by strong state regulation, which commit employers to pursue a highquality production strategy and invest heavily in training (Streeck, 1992). In
addition, the strong Nordic tradition for collaborative and consensual labour
relations promotes trust and knowledge-sharing in organisations with low hierarchies (see Chapter 1). The highly organised and consensual labour markets
encourage solutions to the problem of collective action in the field of training. The following section examines innovations to improve the links between
VET and the labour market, and new institutions for collaboration on workbased training.
This challenge is a result of the process where school-based training has
gradually replaced work-based learning in all the Nordic VET systems, as
was analysed in Chapter 2. This process has been most extensive in Sweden
and Finland, where work-based learning was marginalised in the statist upper
secondary school. Many different drivers can be identified to explain this
development ( Jørgensen, 2015a). One of these is the political aim of giving all young people access to higher education by increasing the academic
subjects in VET. Another is a critical assessment of the workplace as a site of
learning due to the priority of profitmaking, and the deficient capacity of
training companies in relation to the social demand for training placements.
In addition, while employers in general have strong interests in a highly
skilled labour force, the individual employers have little interest in investing
in transferable skills, if they are not able to gain the benefits of this investment
(Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012). The Nordic VET systems have historically developed different solutions to this problem by relying on either stateorganised training in schools or on employer-led institutions to coordinate
employers’ engagement in training (Michelsen and Stenström, 2018). As it
is difficult for training in public vocational schools to relate to the world of
work, governments have taken an increasing interest in engaging the employers in vocational training.

Connecting VET to the labour market
Since the early 1990s, reforms in all four countries have sought to strengthen
the connection between VET and the world of work, and to strengthen the
employers’ involvement in training through new corporatist institutions and
financial incentives. The apprenticeship systems of Norway and Denmark have
expanded into new sectors, and longer periods of work-based learning have
been included in the Swedish and Finnish VET systems. However, integrating work-based learning in upper secondary VET has two challenges. One
is the problem of connecting school-based and work-based learning for the
students in the VET programmes. Work is organised according to the logic
of production, the requirement of improving efficiency, the demands of customers, and economic considerations. Teaching in the vocational schools is
organised according to the logic of education, the curricular requirements and

Reforms and innovations 97

the organisation of activities for the students’ learning. The two learning environments represent two diverging epistemic cultures (Akkerman and Bakker,
2012). In addition, the individual students have diverse learning processes in
different training companies that can be difficult to connect to the curricularbased teaching of whole classes in schools.
The other problem is the supply of high-quality training placements, and
students’ access to work-based training. This is especially a challenge in apprenticeships that require training contracts of two to four years’ duration covering a
wide range of skills. The training market is non-transparent and employers’ hiring practices tend to be selective and discriminate against minorities (Helland
and Støren, 2006; Lancee, 2016). The capacity of work-based training systems
is vulnerable to the economic fluctuations that periodically reduce the supply
of training places. This results in recurrent mismatches between the supply and
students’ demand for training placements. These conditions are in contrast to
the basic aim of creating an upper secondary school for everyone in the Nordic
countries. Generally, the opportunities for learning are increasing in modern
companies that are constantly changing, innovating and improving their performance. However, the access to work-based learning in VET is subject to
structural constraints ( Jørgensen, 2015a). While most of these constraints are
not new, some are becoming more acute, such as the increasing specialisation
of the production process. When the production process becomes increasingly
dispersed in global supplier chains, each individual company becomes more
specialised, and can offer only a limited part of the broad range of vocational
qualifications necessary to learn for an occupation. Another constraint is that
technological, economic and organizational changes tend to limit inexperienced
students’ access to learn in companies. Shorter delivery times, tighter production chains (Lean and Just-in-Time production) and stronger quality management reduce the opportunities for experimentation, trying out and learning
from mistakes. In addition, increasingly volatile markets limit the opportunities,
especially in smaller firms, for entering into two-year or three-year training
contracts. Following the shift from a ‘stakeholder’ to a ‘shareholder’ economy,
companies tend to adopt a short-term approach to creating financial returns
for investors, and they reduce their long-term investments in a skilled workforce (Casey, 2012). These changes exacerbate the collective action problem of
employers’ investment in training (Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012). These
constraints on work-based learning are challenges for the increasing interest in
all the Nordic VET systems of strengthening work-based learning. However,
the Nordic countries also offer promising reforms and innovations that address
the problems of linking school and workplace in VET and involving employers in training. This chapter examines examples of these innovations in two
fields (see Table 5.1 for overview). Firstly, by analysing three new institutions
for coordination between vocational schools and training companies; secondly,
by analysing four new pedagogical practices to connect students’ learning in
schools and workplaces in VET. The examples have been selected to cover all
four Nordic countries.
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Table 5.1 Two fields of innovation in VET: institutions and pedagogical practices
New mediating institutions
New connective practices

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Training agencies in Norway
Training centres in Denmark
Vocational colleges in Sweden
Skills demonstration in Finland
E-logbooks in Norway
Tripartite meetings in Sweden
Practicum in Denmark

New mediating institutions
The Norwegian training agencies

Following the VET reform in 1994, VET was included in a coherent national
system of public upper secondary education under a unified legal framework.
The extent of school-based education and of general subjects increased, and the
vocational subjects became broader and less specific in the first two years. In
the standard 2+2 model, the programmes start with two years of broad schoolbased preparatory education followed by two years of apprenticeship. Alternatively, the students have the option of shifting into a general programme after
two years to gain eligibility for higher education.
The reform was initiated from above, and the employers saw it as an extension of state control over the VET system. In addition, the employers’ administrative work increased and the need to coordinate with schools, students and
public authorities became more demanding. The response of the employers
was to expand Local Training Agencies (LTA) as new institutions to manage
their common employer interests in training. The LTAs represent an interesting
innovation for collective skill formation in a period where collective institutions in general are under pressure from neo-liberal policies (Thelen, 2014).
Like the other Nordic countries, Norway has a strong tradition of institutionalised cooperation in all fields of labour market regulation. However, the
LTAs are initiated and managed by the employers alone. Around one quarter
of the LTAs have invited representatives from local trade unions onto their
boards. Generally, the local trade unions have not pressed hard to get access
to the LTAs, and this does not seem to be any significant issue for the unions
(Høst et al., 2014). The role of the LTAs resembles that of the German chambers (Kammern), but in contrast to these, the employers’ membership of the
LTAs is voluntary. The LTAs are private organisations owned by the training
companies, whose representatives make up the governing boards of the agencies. The LTAs have strong roots in the local employer communities and have
considerable local autonomy in relation to the national employer organisations. They cannot be seen as local representatives of the national employer
organisations or as departments of the local employer organisations. The LTAs
have also maintained their autonomy in relation to the county authorities for
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VET (fylkeskommune). Some of the tasks of the LTAs overlap with the county
authorities, but generally the two institutions have close cooperative relations
and recognise each other as equal partners (Høst et al., 2014).
Since the reform in 1994, the role of the LTAs has expanded, so that in 2014
they are a contractual partner responsible for the training for around 80% of all
apprentices in Norway. Around 80% of all training companies are members of
a LTA, with the highest density in the traditional private industries (Høst et al.,
2014). In the early phase of development, the primary motive of the training
companies for joining the LTAs was to be relieved of the legal and administrative responsibilities connected to the training of apprentices. Currently, the
reasons given by the companies for participating in the LTAs emphasise the
support by the LTA for securing the quality of apprenticeship training and
the future supply of skilled labour for local businesses (Høst et al., 2014). This
is partly the result of the stronger quality requirements in the VET reform in
2007. In addition, the LTAs have contributed to the remarkable growth in the
supply of apprenticeships since the reform in 1994 and to the matching of students and training placements.
The financing of the LTAs derives mainly from the state’s financial support
for in-company training of apprentices, which is channelled through the LTAs.
On average, half of these resources go to the LTAs. The generous state funding has contributed strongly to the LTAs’ expansion of coverage, capacity and
tasks. The amount of funding for the individual LTA depends on the number
of apprentices in the member firms. The average number of apprenticeship
contracts of the LTAs has grown from 62 in 1997 to 118 in 2013, and the average number of member firms has increased from 36 firms in 1997 to 77 firms
in 2013. The LTAs have on average three full-time employees, which represents a doubling since 1997 (Høst et al., 2014). The growing number of members and resources has raised the LTAs capacity, and their tasks have expanded
from working mainly with administrative matters to working to improve the
quality of apprenticeship training. The quality work includes assisting member
firms to organise apprenticeship training, regularly visiting and interviewing
the apprentices, managing the portfolio or training logbook of the apprentices and organising training courses for in-company trainers (Nore and Lahn,
2014). In addition, most LTAs organise supplementary off-the-job training for
apprentices, mostly theoretical, but also workshop based. The LTAs also engage
in conflict resolution in companies, the organisation of multiple site training of
the apprentices and training of workplace trainers. In addition to these internal
services, the LTAs play a significant role in representing the interests of the
training companies in relation to the public and the local authorities. They are
active in mobilising resources and public support for apprenticeship training
and the organisation of skills competitions.
In doing this, the LTAs have developed a diversified organisational structure
adjusted to the local conditions (concentration of training companies, degrees of
specialisation and the resources available). The training agencies have acquired
a function as local mediators, who facilitate a flexible exchange of resources,
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knowledge and tasks between public institutions and the training companies.
In connection with the growth in the size and capacity of the average LTA,
they have been ‘professionalised’ through the standardisation and formalisation
of practices. Vehicles for this process are county and national networks of LTAs
that organise annual seminars, homepages and mutual support. More than 80%
of the LTAs are members of a network of LTAs, and more than 40% of the
local LTAs are localised together and share facilities (Høst et al., 2014). These
local LTA communities often have more employees than the county authorities
responsible for VET. However, the LTAs have not acquired a formal position
in the neo-corporatist governance structure for VET at the local level. The
reason for this is primarily that the employer organisations still reserve this role
for themselves, and that the trade unions oppose this as long as the LTAs are
purely employer organisations and not institutions for collaboration between
labour and capital.
The Danish training centres

In contrast to the dual systems of VET in countries like Germany and Switzerland, students in Denmark can start in a VET programme without having a
contract with a training company ( Juul and Jørgensen, 2011). A contract must
be obtained during the first full-time, school-based basic course (6–12 months)
before switching to the work-based training in the main course, which is typically of three years’ duration. However, since the 1970s, the shortage of training placements has been a major reason for students dropping out of the basic
course of VET. As all the stakeholders consider the apprenticeship model to
be a core quality of the Danish VET system, there is no support for replacing
this system with a full-time, school-based system, like the Swedish gymnasiums.
However, the substantial number of young people not in education, training or
employment (NEETs) in the early 1990s, led to the introduction of a system
of ‘School-based Training’, SKP (‘skolepraktik’). The SKP was intended to be
a compensatory measure in times of economic recession, not as a permanent
institution, and it acquired a tarnished image of being a ‘second-rate’ option.
A reform in 2013 converted the SKP into a new and permanent institution,
the training centre (‘praktikcenter’), which takes responsibility for realising the
‘educational guarantee’ declared by the Ministry of Education. This guarantee
implies that students who start in a basic VET course are guaranteed the right
to complete a VET programme, though not necessarily the specific programme
they have chosen. VET students who are unable to obtain a contract with a
training company after completion of the basic course can sign a contract with
a training centre. When students enrol in a training centre, they must continue
to search for an ordinary apprenticeship, which most of them find before completing the programme.
The aim of the training centre is to offer students temporary training placements until they can obtain a permanent training placement in a company. In
addition, the purpose is to coordinate the students’ multiple, shorter placements
in different companies and to supplement this with school-based training to
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ensure that the students acquire all the qualifications necessary to complete the
programme. Responsibility for the apprenticeship training hereby shifts from
the individual training companies to the training centres, which acquire a central coordinating function for the training. Work-based training in companies
can take place through short contracts, partial contracts or combined training contracts (two or more companies), where the apprentice is employed in
the company, or as ‘relocated tuition’, where the apprentices are not employed
and do not work. The curricular requirements and the final test is similar to
the ordinary apprenticeships. The functions of the 50 Danish training centres in the institutional architecture can be compared to the Norwegian LTA.
However, the LTAs have weak links to the vocational schools. Moreover, the
Danish training centres are established at the initiative of the state, in contrast
to the situation in Norway, where the LTAs are organised by the employers,
although they rely on substantial state funding. The operation of the Danish
training centres is financed by the state and the allowance paid to the students
is financed by the employers’ collective training levy (The Employers’ Training
Fund, AUB). The centres function under the auspices of the vocational schools
but have a separate board consisting of representatives of the local labour market organisations.
Compared to the earlier SKP, the training centres have the advantage of
being permanent institutions, where the vocational schools invest in creating
attractive institutions with qualified trainers. Otherwise, they face the same
weaknesses that gave the SKP a poor reputation ( Juul and Jørgensen, 2011).
The enrolled students are students who cannot find an apprenticeship and who
are more disadvantaged than the average students in VET. Moreover, the centres
can only to a limited extent engage in real production of goods and services
for customers or citizens, and they thus lack the authenticity of the ordinary
workplace. The centres are connected to the vocational schools and the students retain an identity of being students, in contrast to apprentices who are
employed in a company, and thus are craftsmen/women ‘in the making’. An
assessment of the centres indicates that they are working more systematically
and are well structured with higher standards (EVA, 2014). They vary significantly in size, as some have only 10 students in 1 programme and others up to
500 students in 18 different programmes. The centres strive to find niches to
organise production for customers in order for the students to have the experience that their work is valued by others.
The share of students in the training centres has increased from 3% in 2007
to 16% in 2017. A significant share of the students eligible for school-based
training do not enrol, partly because the student grant in the training centres
is lower than the apprentices’ wages. While the centres struggle to overcome
the negative image of the earlier SKP, they have the potential of developing
into a new ‘third learning space’ between school and work. To fulfil the government’s target of increasing the share of a youth cohort enrolling in VET, a
substantial increase in the supply of apprenticeships is required. Judging by the
development since 2008, this is only possible through a continued increase in
the capacity of the 50 Danish training centres. Accordingly, the training centres
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can acquire a more prominent role in the Danish dual VET system as an intermediary institution that bridge the world of work and the world of education,
and function as a hub for the coordination of the students’ multiple placements
in different specialised training companies.
The Swedish Health and Technical Colleges

While the Swedish employers have been ambivalent towards the new apprenticeship programmes initiated in 2011 (see Chapter 2), they have been strongly
engaged in establishing a new and promising partnership model for collaboration between school and work-life, the Health and Technical Colleges. The
Technical Colleges were established in 2004 in a joint initiative by the key
employer organisation (Teknikföretagen) and the main union for employees in
industry (IF Metall). They are now controlled by the Industry Council, which is
a partnership between the major labour market organisations in industry. A few
years later, a parallel initiative was taken to establish the Health Colleges. The
aim of the Vocational Colleges is to raise the quality of VET and increase the
enrolment of students in order to secure the future supply of skilled workers
on a regional basis. The colleges are not schools, but regional partnerships for
vocational training. A group of training companies, together with at least three
municipalities and vocational schools, can be certified as a Vocational College
by meeting 10 quality requirements. These requirements include high-quality
learning environments and up-to-date equipment, systematic quality control
and an infrastructure for collaboration between vocational schools and work-life.
The colleges represent a new form of collective skill formation in partnerships
between municipalities, the vocational schools and training companies (Persson
Thunqvist and Hallqvist, 2014). In 2016, 150 certified providers of vocational
education cooperated with 3,000 training companies and 25 counties in Sweden
in the Technical Colleges (www.teknikcollege.se, 2016), and the number of certified Health Colleges was at around 90 in 2014. The colleges are strongly engaged
in the improvement of the quality of training and the supply of skilled labour.
The apprenticeship training in these partnerships is organised in accordance with
the curricula defined by the state in collaboration with the labour market organisations. Due to the extensive decentralisation of the Swedish upper secondary
schools, the colleges have many opportunities to adapt the VET programmes to
the requirements of local companies. The colleges are employer driven, like the
Norwegian training agencies, but in contrast to these, the colleges rely on a formalised cooperation with the vocational schools and public authorities.

New connective pedagogical practices
Collaborative skills demonstration

While the Finnish VET system has been mainly school-based, a number of
initiatives have strengthened the cooperation between vocational schools and
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working life since 2000. The skills demonstrations represent an innovative practice, where schools and training companies cooperate in the assessment of the
VET students’ skills. Vocational skills demonstrations are competence-based
tests carried out in a work situation, or as part of a work process organised by an
education provider in cooperation with representatives from working life. They
were included in all vocational qualifications as a standard practice in 2006,
and after a reform in 2018, they can be organised flexibly and more individualised by the local education providers (http://minedu.fi). At different points
during their training in initial VET, students must demonstrate their skills in
tests that bring together representatives from workplaces and teachers. A local
tripartite board with representatives from the local labour market, teachers and
students supervise the skills demonstrations. The board also approves assessors and the plans for the skills demonstrations. The competences assessed, and
the criteria used, are defined in the national core curriculum. This includes
vocational knowledge, mastery of work processes and methods, occupational
safety procedures and core qualifications common to all vocational areas, such
as problem solving, communication and cooperation. Stenström (2009) emphasises the advantages of this practice-oriented assessment in relation to the students’ learning. The assessment encourages the students’ explicit reflection and
self-assessment, which stimulates the development of higher-order skills and
self-regulated learning. Every skill demonstration concludes with an assessment discussion, where the student receives feedback from the teacher and
the workplace trainer. This tripartite assessment discussion not only provides a
broad perspective on the student’s skills, it can also enhance broader reflection
and discussion among all the participants. Organising the assessments around
authentic work situations increases the motivation of the students and contributes to the integration of theory and practice in VET (Stenström, 2009). The
skills demonstrations were introduced in connection with other initiatives that
bring VET closer to work-life, and this has made VET in Finland more attractive and increased the enrolment of students, in contrast to what has occurred
in the other three countries.
A practicum connecting school and workplace

The practicum concept was originally developed by Donald Schön (1983)
in studies of professionals learning in practice across different learning environments. In the Danish VET system, the intention behind the Practicum is
to establish a new ‘third learning space’ between the world of work and the
world of education. This is manifested through a shared developmental project
defined jointly by the student, the company and the school. The Practicum
becomes a partnership that connects the schoolteachers and the company trainers in supporting the students working on the project across the workplace
and the school ( Jørgensen, 2015b). It combines the authenticity of the workplace with the time and room for reflection in a school setting. It links practical problem-solving in a workplace with theoretical knowledge offered in the
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school. The model for the practicum was developed in 2000 and is currently
only mandatory in two occupations. The reason why it has been slow to spread
is that it requires more resources from firms and schools. However, a practicum
has been shown to have major learning benefits for the students and contributes to partnerships between schools and companies. One experience gained
from the pilot projects is that the state and the trade committees must make the
practicum mandatory in all apprenticeships. Due to the risk of ‘poaching’, some
companies are reluctant to invest in high-quality training of apprentices, such
as the practicum. A common, binding regulation can ensure that all companies
maintain the same high standards of training with regard to coherence in the
students’ learning process across school and training companies.
E-portfolios and tripartite meetings

Two more innovative pedagogical practices should be highlighted: e-portfolios
and tripartite meetings. E-portfolios are used in the Norwegian VET system for
communication and exchange between training companies, training agencies
and apprentices (Nore and Lahn, 2014). The VET programmes in Norway are
regulated by a common national curriculum, and the programmes are divided
into two years of school-based and two years of workplace learning. This separation is deeper than in other dual VET systems that have more frequent
shifts between school and workplace, in either day-release or block-release for
attending vocational school during apprenticeships. However, the problem is
similar in all countries: lack of connection and coherence in the students’ learning across the two venues (Akkerman and Bakker, 2012). A central objective of
the e-portfolios is to raise the quality of work-based learning by documenting
that the apprentices attain the learning goals of the national curriculum. The
e-portfolios are also used for articulation, communication and reflection on the
students’ experiences and learning process. In addition, the platform is also used
for the students to solve learning tasks, for example for mathematical problemsolving in online cases. Nore and Lahn (2014) demonstrate that the e-logbook
can contribute to connecting the apprenticeships to higher education by making the apprentices’ reflection and learning explicit and visible.
The tripartite meetings in the new Swedish apprenticeship programme represent another institutionalisation of a connective practice between school and
workplace. As the educational authorities in Sweden are traditionally sceptical
towards the quality of workplace learning, they have a strong focus on quality procedures. One of these procedures is the regular ‘tripartite meetings’ in
the training companies between the workplace trainer, the apprentice and the
vocational school teacher to monitor and support the progress and learning of
the apprentice. When these regular meetings become an institutionalised practice, they can be a valuable support for the apprentices’ learning across school
and workplace. A study shows that it is difficult for the teachers to manage
both the teaching and the visits to the training companies, especially when
the schools do not devote the time and resources required (Lagström, 2012).
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A government report recommends that the schools ‘professionalise’ this task
and appoint a special coordinator for monitoring the apprentices’ workplace
learning (SOU, 2011).

New mediating institutions and practices
In the Nordic model of education, the state provides equal access to education
for all and gives priority to education for democratic citizenship. This contrasts with entrusting training in upper secondary VET to private employers.
However, workplaces are increasingly recognised as important sites for learning
state-of-the-art technologies, procedural knowledge and social skills. Moreover,
including work-based learning in upper secondary VET increases the students’
subsequent access to employment. Therefore, all the Nordic countries have
introduced measures to extend work-based training in the VET programmes.
In all the Nordic countries, the governments have taken initiatives to improve
the quality of work-based training. Responsibility for this regulation lies with
either the public school system, collaborative labour market institutions or new
mediating institutions between work and education. All these solutions are
represented in the Nordic VET systems. The objectives of this regulation are to
ensure that the quality of workplace training conforms to the national standards
and to support the students’ transitions between education and work. In addition, the aim is to link the students’ learning in school and workplace, to coordinate the students’ training in multiple placements and to match the demand
and supply of training placements and match students and training companies.
In the Swedish VET system, the school (teacher/coordinator) is assigned the
role of controlling the students’ work-based training in relation to the requirements in the national curriculum. This is not very successful, as the teachers or
coordinators from the schools have limited authorisation to control or organise
training in private companies (Skolverket, 2016). They share this problem with
the Danish training centres, which are established and controlled by the vocational schools. In relation to supervising work-based training, the Norwegian
LTAs are in a more favourable position, as they are owned and controlled by
the training companies.
The Danish training centres represent a renewal of the apprenticeship model.
The current model is based on a single two- or three-year relationship between
an apprentice and a master (company) that is approved to offer all the skills
required for a full occupational qualification. For some apprentices, this is
changing towards becoming a relationship between an apprentice and a mediating institution that organises training in multiple companies and workshop
schools. In the Danish construction industry, for example, short contracts now
make up one third of all apprenticeship contracts, and this requires a coordinating institution, like the training centres.
The local training agency in Norway is an interesting innovation, as it is established and owned by the local training companies. It represents their collective
interests in training a highly skilled work force. Even though the companies’
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membership is voluntary, the training agencies are partners in around 80% of all
Norwegian apprenticeship contracts. Their missions have expanded to include
quality work, the training of apprentices and workplace trainers, networking
across industries and regions and recruitment to VET. The Vocational Colleges
in Sweden have a similar mission of securing the quality of VET in a local/
regional area. This concept is initiated and controlled by the employers and is
organised in collaboration with vocational schools and municipalities. They
appear much more promising than the new apprenticeship programme initiated by government. This initiative has had little success, however, primarily
because it targets youths who are ‘tired’ of school, and it therefore has low status
and has failed to gain support from the employers. The Swedish Vocational
Colleges demonstrate that building close connections to training companies
can raise the esteem of VET, when the initiative is combined with high-quality
standards.

Connecting VET to higher education
This section investigates two new types of measures to improve the linkages
between VET and higher education. The first is the new hybrid programmes
that combine certification for higher education with the apprenticeship model.
The second is reforms of higher education that broaden the direct access for
VET graduates by recognising vocational qualifications for admission to higher
education institutions. These reforms correspond to the two types of measures
examined for the German-speaking countries by Nikolai and Ebner (2012).
A key aim of the Nordic model of education is to provide permeability from
the lowest to the highest level with no dead ends. However, a major challenge
identified in the foregoing chapters is to manage the trade-off in VET between
providing direct access to higher education and providing direct access to
employment. The Swedish and Finnish VET systems include only 15–20 weeks
of work-based learning and can offer all students eligibility for higher education. However, the transition from VET to employment is difficult in these two
countries. Moreover, a substantial proportion of students in Sweden complete
upper secondary education without attaining eligibility for the tertiary level
of education. The reform of the Swedish VET system in 2011 increased the
connections to the labour market and simultaneously reduced the opportunities for progression to higher education. It demonstrated the trade-off between
social inclusion and educational progression. The Danish and Norwegian VET
systems are based on the apprenticeship model and do not provide general eligibility for higher education. The lengthy periods of work-based learning make
it difficult to offer the general curriculum that provides access to higher education. The challenge in these countries is to simultaneously obtain direct access
to skilled employment and to higher education. Two hybrid programmes, the
eux in Denmark and the YSK in Norway, offer a journeyman’s certificate and
eligibility for higher education in the same four-year programme.
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Eux, connecting apprenticeships to higher education

The apprenticeship system has become increasingly popular among policymakers in Europe, but in Denmark the system is losing its attractiveness for
young people. A major reason is that it appears to be a dead end in the education system, because it does not offer general eligibility for higher education.
Today, when 60% of a youth cohort are expected to complete an education at
the tertiary level, it is important for young people to keep open the opportunity for educational progression. This has become an urgent policy problem,
because it is believed that it lowers the esteem of and enrolment in apprenticeships and also because labour market forecasts predict a serious shortage of
skilled labour in the future ( Jørgensen, 2017).
The innovative response to this challenge in 2010 was to launch the eux programme, and a reform five years later implemented the programme as an option
for all students in VET. A vocational route to higher education, the vocational
gymnasiums, has been available in Denmark since the 1980s. However, similar
to the Swedish VET programmes, this programme does not provide a journeyman’s certificate. The eux is innovative in a Nordic context because it adds
general subjects to the apprenticeship model and integrates the learning of
general and vocational qualifications in a hybrid programme. In this way, the
eux also differs from the successful Swiss programme for double qualifications,
the ‘Berufsmatura’, which in most popular versions offers an additional year for
study preparation after completion of the vocational programme (Schmid and
Gonon, 2011).
A major challenge for the new programme is to integrate subjects from
the gymnasiums and the apprenticeship schools that have different origin, traditions and different forms of governance and learning cultures ( Jørgensen,
2013). Another challenge in organising the programme is to offer in one fouryear programme what was earlier offered in two different programmes with a
total duration of seven years. One solution to this challenge is to give credit for
the general qualifications acquired in learning the vocational subjects. When
electricians learn technical skills, they also learn applied maths, which can give
credit in the academic subject of maths. Another solution is to introduce new
hybrid subjects that integrate multiple subjects such as physics, maths and language skills. Yet another solution is project-based teaching, where content from
different subjects is integrated in the students’ work in groups on a common
project. Considering the deep historical divisions between the two tracks in
Denmark, this has been a conflictual and drawn out process. Another challenge
for the eux programme is to acquire training placements, when the length of
in-company training is reduced, and the recurrent school-based periods are
extended to six months. Compared to the ordinary apprentices, it is more difficult for the eux students to obtain a training contract. The long school periods
are especially a problem for smaller firms, where the apprentices count as part
of the workforce required to run the daily business. Larger companies that take
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on apprentices with a long-term perspective of recruitment, do not experience
the same problem.
There is a good chance that the introduction of the eux will improve the
esteem of the VET system by demonstrating that it offers opportunities for
educational progression and is no ‘dead end’. However, it is also likely that
the eux programmes will contribute to the hierarchisation of upper secondary
education, where the ordinary technical vocational programmes rank lowest
( Jørgensen, 2013).
Fruitful compromises in Norway: YSK and Y-veien

The Norwegian VET system is based on the apprenticeship model and does
not provide eligibility for higher education. Therefore, it shares with the Danish system the challenge of being a ‘dead end’ in the education system. However, the Norwegian system offers some unique qualities that appear as fruitful
compromises between the Danish apprenticeship model and the unified upper
secondary school in Sweden. First, it provides an opportunity for horizontal
mobility into a general programme after two years in a vocational programme.
It also offers a hybrid programme, YSK, which combines preparation for higher
education with the journeyman’s certificate. In addition, it has developed a new
direct route from VET to higher education, called Y-veien. These initiatives are
described below.
The opportunity for a horizontal shift from a VET programme to a general
programme makes it less risky for students to choose a vocational programme,
because they can change direction without wasting time. In some programmes,
like health, this has become a problem, because students shifting out of the programme represent a significant drain that reduces the supply of skilled labour
(see Chapter 6). The so-called ‘vocational and study competence programme’,
YSK, (earlier TAF) was initiated by the manufacturing and construction industries in order to recruit engineers with practical experience from the shop floor.
Since the programme started in 1992, it has been extended to other sectors like
health, childcare and agriculture. The main purpose of the YSK is to offer a
four-year programme that provides both a journeyman’s certificate and an exam
for admission to the universities. During the first two years, the students have
the status of school students, and during the last two years, they are employed as
apprentices in training companies and attend vocational schools on day release
every week. The volume of the programme is small (around 300 every year)
and the competition for admission to the programme is intense. After completion, most of the students from YSK progress to higher education, mostly in
university colleges, which was also the intention of the programme. The YSK
has succeeded in attracting students who are mainly oriented towards general
education. It does not drain the other vocational programmes, which was a
concern when the programme was established (Olsen et al., 2015). A third
interesting initiative in Norway is to link VET directly with higher education
through the ‘vocational route’ (‘Y-veien’). A number of vocational colleges offer
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direct access to special bachelor programmes for graduates from VET. During
the first year, the programmes have less practical subjects and more intense
studies of the general subjects required to complete a bachelor of engineering.
Despite initial scepticism towards this initiative in the colleges, it has proven to
be a success (Olsen et al., 2015). By providing eligibility for higher education,
the new initiatives improve the apprenticeship model.

Reforming higher education to widen
the access from VET
Until the comprehensive school reforms in the 1960s, the educational systems
in all the Nordic countries remained strongly segregated regarding the students’
social background and gender. In particular, universities recruited mostly from
narrow, elite, social groups. Since the 1970s, post-secondary and higher education in all the Nordic countries has expanded strongly to become mass education (Börjesson et al., 2014). This has increased enrolment of young people
from less privileged families, even at the highest levels of education. However, at
this level there is still a strong underrepresentation of children of parents whose
highest attainment is upper secondary education ( Jæger and Holm, 2007; Berggren, 2013). The institutional architecture of the education system is decisive
for the strength of the intergenerational transmission of educational inequality.
Some of the key qualities of education in the Nordic countries, the unified
lower secondary school, the low degree of stratification and the high permeability throughout the education system are associated with lower inequality
(Breen and Johnsson, 2005; Pfeffer, 2008). These qualities of the Nordic systems
of education can explain why the students’ socio-economic background in
these countries is less influential in determining their educational attainment in
these countries (Causa and Johansson, 2011). Moreover, Nordic countries deny
the assumption of a trade-off between equality and quality, as their education
systems score high in both dimensions (Pfeffer, 2015). However, the Nordic
systems of upper secondary education differ significantly with respect to the
opportunities for progression from upper secondary VET to higher education.
These differences are determined not only by the extent of preparation for
higher education offered in VET, but also by the admission procedures and the
structure of higher education (Aamodt and Kyvik, 2005).
The Nordic countries differ with respect to the organisation of their higher
education systems. After 1945, upper secondary and post-secondary education
expanded with the dual purpose of delivering professionals to the institutions
of the welfare state and for the rationalisation of industry. With different timing
from the 1960s, all the Nordic countries developed binary systems of higher
education, where students had few opportunities to transfer from the colleges
to the universities (Kyvik, 2009). In that period, a sizeable proportion of the
programmes in technical, nursing and teacher training colleges were accessible
without a formal entrance examination for the universities. A range of postsecondary vocational educations were offered by the local institutions that were
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also responsible for upper secondary VET. These educations were recognised
as progression routes for skilled workers, and they were directly accessible with
an upper secondary vocational examination (a journeyman’s certificate). The
first process of rapid and fragmented growth of local post-secondary institutions outside the universities was followed by a process of contraction and
integration of these institutions into larger regional universities of applied
sciences (or university colleges). Subsequently, the post-secondary programmes
were standardised and upgraded to become part of a rationalised higher education system (Kyvik, 2009). Following this academic drift, the curricula, staff
and culture of the college sector went through processes of academisation and
the institutions were renamed as university colleges and universities of applied
sciences. Many post-secondary programmes were upgraded to bachelor status in accordance with the Bologna process, and the opportunities for direct
access to these programmes from VET were reduced ( Jørgensen, 2017). In
some of the Nordic countries, the university colleges have become vertically
integrated with the universities and disconnected from the upper secondary
vocational schools. The gap between VET and higher education has widened,
and the opportunities for students’ progression has been reduced. However,
the situation is different in the four Nordic countries. While universities and
colleges in Sweden and Norway have developed towards a unified system, Finland has followed a route of strengthening and upgrading the universities of
applied sciences (UAS) as a distinct sector with close links to upper secondary
vocational education. In the following section, the successful Finnish UAS is
contrasted with the less successful Danish introduction of new institutions for
post-secondary education aimed at graduates from the VET system.
Universities of applied sciences in Finland

A reform in Finland in the 1990s upgraded and merged a large number of postsecondary educational institutions into a new type of regional universities of
applied sciences (UAS), separate from the universities. The aim was to increase
the quality, popularity and status of higher vocational studies and redirect some
of the students from the universities to the short and practical educational route
(Ahola, 1997). This reform created an attractive destination for graduates from
upper secondary VET, who have direct access to the UAS. The establishment
of the UAS more than doubled the number of higher education institutions
overnight, especially institutions that are easily accessible for students from the
VET system (Börjesson et al., 2014). This was promoted by the limited admission (numerus clausus) at the universities and the high unemployment in the
1990s. After another reform in the late 1990s, all students completing VET
gained formal eligibility for higher education. The establishment of the UASs
in the 1990s succeeded in attracting a rapidly growing number of students,
while enrolment in the universities stagnated (Börjesson et al., 2014). As early as
2003, 24% of entrants to UAS had upper secondary VET as their previous educational background, and 13% had completed both general upper secondary
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education and upper secondary VET (Virolainen and Stenström, 2014). The
establishment of the UAS as a destination for the VET students has removed
the stigma of upper secondary VET being a dead end in the education system.
VET provides pathways to higher education and offers a faster route to graduation and employment than going to the universities. This can help explain
why enrolment in upper secondary vocational schools in Finland has increased
slightly, while it has decreased in the three other Nordic countries. The role of
the UAS and the eligibility for higher education provided in upper secondary
VET can explain why completion of VET in Finland is much more likely to
lead to the tertiary level of education than in Denmark and Norway (Hillmert
and Jacob, 2003). The popularity of the UAS helps to explain why the enrolment rate in higher education in Finland is higher than in the other Nordic
countries (Virolainen and Stenström, 2014). The high level of enrolment is also
explained by the high youth unemployment and the strict activation policy
(Kananen, 2016). The high permeability from VET to the UAS in Finland
corresponds to the ideals of the Nordic model of education. It helps to reduce
social selection and social inequality in the education system. In Finland, as in
other countries, youth from disadvantaged families are over-represented in the
vocational schools. Even this group of students has good opportunities for progressing to the UAS, which contributes to reducing social inequality in tertiary
level educational attainment. However, trade-offs for education policy can also
be observed in Finland. While the Finnish VET system offers good opportunities for transfer to higher education, students’ transitions from VET to employment are not very smooth. In spite of a number of reforms to improve the links
between VET and the labour market, the employment rate for graduates from
upper secondary VET is lower in Finland than in the other Nordic countries
(see Chapter 1). Moreover, the NEET rates and the youth unemployment rates
are significantly higher compared to Norway and Denmark, where the VET
system is based on apprenticeships (see Chapter 2). The high rate of participation in higher education in Finland can partly be attributed to the difficult
conditions for entering the labour market for students leaving upper secondary
education. The difficult transitions to employment for students leaving upper
secondary VET is partly due to the competition from the large supply of higher
education graduates (Virolainen and Stenström, 2014). In addition, the enrolment in higher education in Finland is still quite selective with regard to the
educational background of the students (Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2016). Admission
to the universities and the UAS is selective, because it is based on the principle
of restricted entry or numerus clausus (Pinheiro et al., 2014). In addition, the
strengthening of the binary system of higher education in Finland is associated
with a stratification of higher education institutions (Triventi, 2011). Although
all upper secondary students gain eligibility for higher education, the actual
progression rates differ strongly between programmes. Of the students who
complete with a general exam, 83% enrol in higher education, while only 19%
of the students who complete with a vocational exam enrol (Kilpi-Jakonen
et al., 2016). Almost all the students from the vocational programmes who
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enrol in higher education go to the UAS and very few go to the universities.
This indicates that the establishment of the UAS provides new opportunities
for progression to the tertiary level for VET students, but that they imply a
stratification at this level of education that diverts vocational students from the
universities.
The vocational route to the Danish vocational academies

Similar to the situation in Finland, policy-makers in Denmark have tried to
improve the opportunities for educational progression for students from the
VET system by strengthening reformed institutions for post-secondary education. A reform in 1997 standardised and broadened the short-cycle technical programmes of higher education, which were reduced from 75 to 15
programmes. Another reform in 2009 established new Vocational Academies
(‘Erhvervsakademier’), which offer further training courses and higher vocational
education up to the Bachelor level. Many of the post-secondary programmes
and the Vocational Academies were hosted by the vocational schools that also
had responsibility for the school-based periods of training for apprentices. After
the reform, the Vocational Academies were separated from the vocational
schools and promoted as a strengthened and independent institution of higher
education. One of the aims of this reform was to create more visible, attractive
opportunities for progression for graduates from upper secondary VET. However, in this respect, the reform has not succeeded.
The reform has been a success measured by the enrolment of students, which
nearly doubled in the period from 2007 to 2013 (UFM, 2016). The number of
students coming from the VET system has also increased, but still the figures
are low. Only 13% of the students in the Vocational Academies come from
the VET system and this proportion has not increased. The overall rate of
progression from VET to higher education has declined from 1991, especially
for the traditional manufacturing and craft occupations. Moreover, the proportion of students with double qualifications (both a journeyman’s certificate and
entrance examination for higher education) has been declining over the past
20 years ( Jørgensen, 2017). Contrary to the intentions of the education policy,
the permeability and the progression rate from the VET system to higher education has decreased in recent decades. This has reinforced the image of VET as
a ‘dead end’ in the education system, which is seen as a reason for the declining
enrolment in VET. A relevant question is why repeated reforms to improve the
links between VET and higher education in Denmark have failed, in contrast
to the successful Finnish reform of the UAS? Answers to this question can be
found in the history, the structure and the culture of the Danish VET system.
Historically, the vocational gymnasiums were established in the vocational
schools in the 1980s to offer an alternative route to higher education compared to the traditional, academic gymnasium ( Jørgensen, 2017). The vocational gymnasiums have succeeded in recruiting from wider social groups that
are unfamiliar with academic education. Since the 1980s, the programmes have
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become a remarkable success and they recruit more than 15% of a youth cohort
today. Graduates from the vocational gymnasiums have come to constitute a
majority of the participants on the short-cycle higher education programmes,
which have traditionally been the main destination for students from the VET
system. This success indicates that young people planning to take a higher
education (including short-cycle higher education programmes) increasingly
choose the vocational gymnasiums rather than an apprenticeship, even though
apprenticeships provide access to the Vocational Academies. In addition, the
labour market partners have historically pursued an enhancement strategy to
improve apprenticeships as a separate track and emphasised the distinct vocational qualities of apprenticeships (Lasonen and Manning, 2000). As a result,
some of the programmes in the Danish VET system are of five years’ duration
and at the same level of qualifications as the short cycle tertiary programmes of
the vocational academies.
At the structural level, an explanation for the low rate of progression to
higher education is the well-known effects of the early tracking that diverts
students in the vocational track away from higher education (Shavit and Müller, 2000). Culturally, the VET system is dominated by an ‘employment logic’
(Raffe, 2008) and two-thirds of the total time is spent in work-based training.
Less than half of the technical vocational teachers have a higher education
degree, and the teachers’ authority is primarily based on their skills as capable craftsmen. In addition, the comprehensive system of continuing training
(CVET) for skilled workers in employment provides an attractive alternative
to higher education. Moreover, the proportion of low-performing students in
VET has increased as a consequence of the active labour market policy ( Jørgensen, 2018). The combination of all these conditions has resulted in a declining number of students progressing from VET to higher education, despite the
improved formal opportunities for progression.

Conclusion
The preceding chapters have examined how VET is increasingly required to
simultaneously prepare students for a future in a skilled occupation and in higher
education. These two challenges represent a trade-off for policy. This chapter has examined major reforms and innovations to manage this trade-off. The
first part examines the decoupling of the VET system from the labour market,
which has resulted from the gradual integration of VET into a state-led upper
secondary school. In Sweden and Finland, this has opened the way for students’ direct transition to higher education, but it has also made the transition to
employment more difficult. To improve the links between VET and the labour
market, a number of reforms and initiatives have been implemented. In addition,
three types of new local institutions have developed with the aim of improving the quality of work-based training in VET. The Danish training centres are
organised by the vocational schools and the state, the Swedish Health and Technical Colleges are organised in collaboration between municipalities, employers
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and schools, and the Norwegian local training agencies (LTA) are organised
exclusively by the employers. The LTA especially represent an important institutional innovation to secure the quality of work-based training in VET. In
addition, they relieve the companies of the administration associated with hiring
or employing apprentices. It is interesting that this institution for collective skill
formation is expanding strongly in a period characterised by neo-liberal deregulation. This can be explained by both the employers’ engagement in high quality
training of apprentices and the state’s interest in expanding the opportunities for
training for young people through generous funding. The LTAs have parallels to
the Swiss training networks that consist of training companies that collaborate
to offer training for all the competences required for an occupation (Imdorf
and Leemann, 2012). While the control and organisation of these intermediary institutions differs, they share collective long-term interests in high-quality
training of the future, local, skilled workforce. The LTAs are important, not only
for the articulation of shared interests, but also for the formation and stabilisation of interest groups for collective skill formation. They emerge in a period of
decentralisation and deregulation of the earlier, highly centralised form of neocorporatism in the labour markets and vocational training systems in the Nordic
countries. This has been pursued most strongly in Sweden and has resulted in
the fragmentation and weakening of the common quality standards for VET
(Lundahl et al., 2013). In this perspective, the new intermediary institutions can
be seen as a local neo-corporatist collaboration that emerges in parallel to the
weakening of the traditional, centralised corporatism.
The second part of the chapter examines initiatives to bypass the trade-off for
VET, between giving access to higher education and to the labour market, by
hybridisations that combine academic preparation with the journeyman’s certificate. These initiatives are interesting because they can improve the attraction
of VET for the students and for employers. The question is whether these programmes are manageable for anyone other than small elite groups of ambitious
students who are capable of completing two programmes in the time normally
required for one. The small volume of the Norwegian YSK indicates that it is
not a relevant option for the large majority of students in VET. Nevertheless, the
hybrid programmes can help to break the lamentable divide between vocational
and academic programmes, and demonstrate how a mutual enrichment and
integration of subjects can be achieved. A high level of theoretical knowledge in
VET is important in order to maintain the autonomy of the skilled worker, as
Brockmann (2012) has demonstrated in a comparison between the English and
the German VET systems. Moreover, the application of academic knowledge
in vocational practice can make this knowledge more meaningful and useful for
students. While initiatives for hybridisation can improve the esteem of VET, we
should be aware that policy making with contradictory aims in the complex
field of VET, tends to have unintended consequences. An example of what can
happen is the introduction in the 1980s in Denmark of the vocational gymnasiums. Although the vocational gymnasiums were located in the vocational
schools, they seem to have reduced the esteem of the ordinary VET programmes
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(apprenticeships), because they attracted the most ambitious students. It is also
likely that the new hybrid programmes contribute to a hierarchisation in VET,
where the ordinary technical vocational programmes rank lowest.
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6	Vocational education for health
care workers in the Nordic
countries compared
Håkon Høst and Lene Larsen

Introduction
In the decades following the Second World War, all the Nordic countries
established formal education programmes for the subordinate health care workers, who are located in the work organization between professional nurses and
unskilled health care assistants. This can be seen both as a result of policies for
establishing public health care services and policies for providing education for
all, as part of building a welfare state. It represented an important contribution
to educational and vocational career options for women entering the workforce in the 1960s and 1970s. From the start, the educations were linked to
hospitals and other health care institutions. Reforms from the 1970s introduced
more comprehensive education systems at the upper secondary school level in
all Nordic countries and these came to include health care education.
The occupational categories that emerged as a result of these education programmes in the Nordic countries have developed many similarities. However,
they also exhibit differences in the way they have linked to other parts of
the education and training system, in educational models, recruitment patterns,
position in the field of work, and collective organization. What they have in
common is that, as part of building the Nordic welfare states, they have become
one of the largest VET educations and occupational groups in each of the
countries. Consequently, they influence these systems significantly.
In this chapter, we trace the historical development of the health care worker
educations and occupations in the four countries and look at their positions
today. We discuss whether the factors making the health care worker category
quite similar in the four countries, while rather different from the traditional parts
of VET, make it possible to speak of a Nordic model in health care education.
As this study is part of the Nord-VET project, we have a particular interest
in illuminating how the care worker educations have gradually been integrated
into and formed by both the comprehensive school and the national VET
systems. In line with the four challenges investigated in the Nord-VET project, the chapter discusses the esteem of the educations today, what groups are
recruited and included, in what way the educations are connected to and give
access to work, and to what extent they give access to higher education.
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In the chapter, we trace the historical development of the health care educations and occupations in Norway, Finland, Sweden and Denmark, and look at
their positions today. We want to explore how these welfare educations and
categories have gradually been shaped by their integration into the educational
systems and the national VET systems, but also how these categories contribute
to changes in the same systems.
The chapter is part of a broader Nordic research project. To a significant
extent it is based on national reports produced by members of the project
team,1 tracing the historical development in each country through research
and public reports, complemented by qualitative case studies on the health
care worker education. The production of the national reports was guided by a
common design and research questions.

Historical background
During the second half of the 19th century, the increased range of possibilities
provided by medical treatment contributed to the development of hospitals
(Melby, 1990). During the same period, homes for the elderly, asylums for psychiatric patients and institutions for people with mental disabilities were established in all the Nordic countries. These institutions largely employed unskilled
persons, predominantly women. An exception was heavy work in psychiatric
hospitals and asylums for people with intellectual disabilities, which was mainly
seen as men’s work, while also unskilled. However, despite the growth of these
institutions, most care work continued to be carried out in the private sphere
and within families, again predominantly by women.
In all the Nordic countries, the first nurse education programmes were established at the end of the 19th century and were aimed at recruiting unmarried
daughters of the bourgeoisie (Melby, 1990). The emergence of the nurse occupation was part of strong international trends and cooperation.2 The Red Cross
movement and Florence Nightingale’s work and school of nursing in London
from 1861 onwards had a major influence, including in the Nordic countries.
Students from all over the world came to attend Nightingale’s nursing school.
After completing their studies, they returned to their home countries, mostly
as managers and educators ( Johansson, 1979). Nurses’ primary mission was to
establish hegemony over care and nursing work within hospitals by replacing
the unskilled labour of the ‘lower classes’ (Melby, 1990; Meyerson, 1917).
Education for the assistant groups

During the social democratic era after the Second World War, political initiatives in all Nordic countries supported the professionalization of the occupational groups that were vital in forming the welfare services. Among these
occupational groups were the nurses. They obtained state authorization
and standardization of education. Although the number of registered nurses
increased rapidly during the first half of the 20th century, this expansion fell
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short of covering the demand for care and nursing. The majority of those
employed as nurses did not have a recognized nursing qualification.
State support for the new professions was just one part of building the welfare services. Another part of the social democratic project in the different
Nordic countries was education for all. Together with the aim for modernization of the health care sectors, which in the Nordic countries were public, this
contributed to the state also engaging in the establishment of education for the
subordinate care and nursing personnel (Høst, 2006b). By the early 1960s, each
country had established countrywide educations in auxiliary nursing,3 primarily directed towards work in hospitals (Høst, 2006a). From the beginning, the
subordinate role of auxiliary nurses relative to fully qualified nurses was clearly
specified in both the educational plans and job descriptions. The educations
concentrated on training the auxiliary nurses in a range of precisely defined
tasks that they were allowed to undertake, combined with short theoretical
courses. Auxiliary nurse training soon became very popular, and the number of
applicants was enormous in all the four countries. A large share of the students
were older youths or adults with practical experience of paid and unpaid care
and nursing work.
The registered nurses’ organisations did not welcome the auxiliary nurse
education. They guarded the boundaries between their own education and the
new one. Both in Norway and in Denmark, collective actions were undertaken
by the registered nurses in order to obstruct the auxiliary nurse education from
encroaching on what they regarded as the nurses’ jurisdiction.4
The auxiliary nurse educations were established prior to the institutionalization of both a coherent VET system and an upper secondary education system,
and instead they were linked to the health care sector, to hospitals and to other
health care institutions. Parallel educations were established in the social sector,
but only the homecare worker (hemvårdare) education in Finland managed to
reach a significant size (Simonen, 1995).
Both in Denmark and Norway, efforts were made by the auxiliary nurse
group to be accepted as members of the nurses’ organization, but such applications were rejected (Poulsen, 2004; Melby, 1990). In Norway, the auxiliary
nurses chose instead to establish their own professional organization, very much
modelled on the nurses’ organization, and independently of the central trade
union confederation (LO). In Denmark, the auxiliary nurses became members
of the LO from the very beginning, but with their own trade unions based on
the occupational principle.5 In Finland, the auxiliary nurses also formed their
own professional organization based on the occupational principle, but as part
of the central organization for public servants, where the nurses’ organization
was also affiliated. The Swedish auxiliary nurses seem to have had the strongest
orientation towards traditional trade unionism. They established their own trade
union in 1923, and it was accepted as a member of the LO in 1945. The trade
unionism of the auxiliary nurses, understood as giving priority to economic and
political demands, contributed to strong antipathy from the nurses’ organizations, for whom concentrating on occupational matters was seen as the only
natural approach for health care sector occupations (Emanuelsson Blanck, 2000).
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In all the Nordic countries, the auxiliary nurse educations became popular during the 1960s and 1970s. In Sweden, this also became a main route to
becoming a registered nurse, as the auxiliary nurse education was accepted as
the first of three years’ education to become a nurse.
Integration into the upper secondary school systems

While the educations had been the responsibility of the social and health care
authorities from the beginning, the forming of upper secondary school systems
in the 1970s and 1980s changed this both in Norway, Sweden and Finland.
Gradually, responsibility for vocational education was moved from the sector authorities to the education authorities, and the auxiliary nurse education
became part of a common upper secondary school.
In Denmark, both the state and the social partners at the central level wanted
to integrate the educations for social and health care into the national VET
system based on apprenticeships, but this was rejected by both the employers’
and the employees’ organizations in the health care sector. Instead, an initiative
was taken by the employers’ organizations in the municipalities to organize a
separate system for social- and health care education (AKF, 1988). This was a
stepwise, school-based system, which also integrated lengthy periods of practical training. Completing the first step gave the title social- and health care
helper (social- og sundhedshjælper), and completing the second step lead to the
title social- and health care assistant (social- og sundhedsassistent). This occupational group established its own jurisdiction, partly independent of the registered nurses, which contributed to a slightly different situation than in the other
Nordic countries, where the health care educations at this level led to assistant
positions clearly subordinate to the registered nurses, with little or no autonomy.
The social- and health care assistant training introduced in Denmark was
a broad generalist education, which incorporated the previous educations
directed towards hospitals, psychiatric care, home economics, and care and
nursing homes. Along with reforms in the upper secondary educations, the
introduction of more generalist educations in health care was also to become
a common feature in the other Nordic countries in the 1990s, which reflected
changes in the organization of the welfare services at the municipal level. In
Finland, the new education for practical nurse (närvårdare) included several educations that were previously more specialized. In Sweden, a broad programme
for social and health care replaced auxiliary nursing and other more specialized
vocational educations. In Norway, a new trade as care worker (omsorgsarbeider)
was introduced into the apprenticeship system in 1994, in competition with the
existing auxiliary nurse education. This was a slightly more generalist education
in that it included all kinds of care work in the health and social care sector. The
auxiliary nurse education retained its school-based education for 10 more years,
before the care worker and the auxiliary nurse educations were merged into
a new health care worker (helsefagarbeider) education based on apprenticeship.
With Denmark as an exception, the new, broad educations for health
and social care in the Nordic countries were integrated into the new upper
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secondary educations, and as such they were age specific, directed mainly towards
16–19-year-olds. Denmark kept an age heterogeneous system until 2015.

Hybrid apprenticeship models
According to national education statistics for the year 2015, education programmes for subordinate positions for health and social care are the largest
vocational programmes in both Denmark, Finland and Norway, and of a significant size also in Sweden. Although being part of the comprehensive school
and the national VET systems, the health care educations have kept many of
their distinctive features. They are female dominated, they educate for positions
subordinated to the nurses, and they still recruit a large share of adults. Due to
the size of these programmes, they are becoming influential inside the VET systems in the different countries. A high membership rate in trade unions made
them influential in the central trade union confederations, and thus also in the
national VET boards.
The integration of the health care educations in Finland, Norway and Sweden
into the upper secondary education systems contributed initially to a strengthening of their character as broad, school-based educations governed by the state,
directed towards positions in the public welfare services. Also, the Danish educations were school-based from the beginning. When Norway introduced an
apprenticeship system for all VET in 1994, this represented a move away from
the dominance of the school-based education in VET. The apprentice reform
in the health care sector, as in other parts of the public sector, lead to a process
of layering (Høst et al., 2014). The social and health care educations are still
governed by the state, and the employers still play a rather passive and subordinate role in the VET system and with a weak ownership to the apprentices. The
result is a kind of hybrid education, where the state decides upon educational
matters and the number of school places, while the number of apprenticeships
are decided upon – not by the local employers – but by the municipalities, who
also pay the salaries. In this way, the municipalities act as part of the welfare state,
being responsible for education. The number of apprentices is not connected
to the demand for employees, and the apprentices are usually not offered a
fixed contract when they have finished their apprenticeship and become skilled
workers, something which is a pattern in most other trades. In parallel to this,
the municipalities continue to recruit unskilled adults for part-time positions,
who are gradually being trained informally at the work place.
In the school-based system in Sweden, the social and health care programme
does not give an occupational competence, but is a broad national programme
directed towards various kinds of health and social care work. In parallel to
this, a new apprenticeship scheme has recently been tested. This can also be
described as a hybrid model. It is school-based, with a bias towards social policy
(Persson Thunqvist, 2015). As an alternative to the youth education, an adult
education for social and health care has been introduced, and after existing
for only a few years, it already attracts far more students than the youth programme for social and health care. So-called vocational colleges (yrkescollege,
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see Chapter 5) have also been established. These are institutions based on close
cooperation between employer and employee organizations, intended to stimulate VET in social and health care, and other sectors. These institutions also give
high priority to adults.
Vocational education in Finland is organized as a school-based system parallel
to, but independent of general education. The programme for social and health
care has a separate specialization for practical nurses. Although it is schoolbased, it contains extended periods of practical work in the social and health
care sector. The practical training in the field of work is organized in cooperation between the schoolteachers and a tutor at the work place (Virolainen,
2015). The training ends with a so-called skills demonstration, which is performed as a cooperation between the school and the workplace. About half of
the students start directly from lower secondary education, while the rest are
somewhat older. For adults, an alternative training is offered, based on practical
training at the workplace.
In spite of several efforts to integrate them into the ordinary VET system,
the social- and health care educations in Denmark remained an autonomous
system until 2007. When these educations were introduced in the early 1990s,
as combined school- and work-based educations, it was the municipalities and
the counties that decided upon the student intake, while the state authorities
had the right to intervene only if they anticipated the number of training places
to be too low (Høst, 2006a). The students are paid salaries by the municipalities, both while they are in school and in the workplace. Today they are seen
as part of the Danish apprentice system. There are, however, tensions between
the national education authorities and the municipalities regarding the steering
of the system. In 2000, the original model was modified and the schools were
given the authority to decide upon the intake of students/apprentices (Larsen,
2015). The employers protested heavily, and in 2007 the municipalities were
given back the authority to decide upon who and how many applicants would
be accepted. A reform in 2015 integrated the social and health care education
closer into the ordinary VET system, and strengthened the links to general
education. Another aim is to make the education more age homogeneous – in
line with the other Nordic educations. From 2015, the education is integrated
more closely into the youth education system, and students above the age of
25 years are offered separate courses. The adult group still represents two thirds
of all students in health care education in Denmark (Larsen, 2015).

Access to work
The auxiliary nurse educations were directed towards hospital work in the
1960s and 1970s. The connection between education and work seems to have
been strong during this period, and at its highest, the auxiliary nurse groups
could be compared quantitatively with the registered nurses in the hospitals.
Through the modernization of the hospitals, the registered nurses have come
to dominate in care work, while the auxiliary nurses, and later the health
care workers, have gradually been marginalized. Technological and medical
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development, and a larger share of patients with serious diagnoses, have all been
important arguments for such a shift. The registered nurses’ profession has been
a key actor in these processes, although not to the same extent in all countries.
In general, their argument was that auxiliary nurses were not qualified to meet
new demands in hospital care.
The educational reforms that integrated the auxiliary nurse educations into
the upper secondary systems giving them a more generalist profile, took place
during the same period as the auxiliary nurses started losing their position in
hospitals. Instead the new and broader health care educations that were established are directed primarily towards elderly care in the municipalities. This
has probably contributed to the educations’ loss of appeal among youth. New
patterns are being formed, where the students and apprentices in health care
increasingly view the health care worker education as a basis for further and
higher education, most frequently the registered nurse education. At the same
time, in all four countries, the workplaces continue recruiting adults, many of
whom lack a formal vocational education.
In Denmark, the health care workers (the social and health care assistants)
still occupy a significant position in the hospitals, although even here it declined
by 17 percent between 2012 and 2017 (Fagbladet FOA, 2017). The relatively
stronger position of the Danish social- and health care assistants compared to
health care workers in the other Nordic countries may to some extent be
explained by the tradition for the state intervening in policies of what kind of
personnel to hire. The Danish state has negotiated with the registered nurses’
organization on the division of labour. In change for a more academic nurse
education, the nurses have been forced to accept sharing their position in hospitals with the social and health care assistants (Høst, 2006a).
Even if the health care workers in all the Nordic countries to day work
mainly in care for the elderly and for disabled in the municipalities different
patterns are evident across the countries. In Norway, the share of health care
workers is now decreasing, also in the care and nursing sector in the municipalities (Stølen et al., 2016). Both the share and number of registered nurses,
among them also a sizeable number of immigrants from other countries, have
been growing steadily for the past 10 years. It is no longer easy for health care
workers to obtain a permanent position (Høst et al., 2015). Instead, temporary positions and part-time work in the weekends is the most typical pattern.
On average, only one third of the health care workers have obtained full time
positions two years after they finish their education (Nyen et al., 2014). Fulltime positions are normally reserved for registered nurses or part-time health
care workers with long seniority. Recruitment of new health care workers is
still dominated by adults being informally trained without an apprenticeship
contract (Høst et al., 2014). They are entitled to qualify through the so-called
practical skilled worker scheme and sit the craft and journeyman test. Due to
their seniority, they are given priority for permanent positions.
In Sweden, as well, young health care workers are struggling to find a position in the field of work, where age and experience from care work seems more
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important than school merits (Persson Thunqvist, 2015). The speed of transition from school to established positions in the labour market is slow. According to Swedish statistics for 2012, only 39 percent of females and 49 percent of
males were established in the labour market three years after graduation from
the track for social and health care; 27 percent of females and 22 percent of
males had a temporary and unsecure position in the labour market. Given these
figures, transitions from school-based education to full-time and permanent
positions in the care sector do not seem to be a straightforward linear affair.
Register-based studies of this vocational track covering transition patterns in
the period 2000–2008 (Ahnlund and Johansson, 2011) reveal that both the
horizontal and vertical mobility is rather high in a long-term perspective (eight
years) Eighty percent of females, but only 56 percent of males who completed
their vocational education in the health care programme in 2000, were established in the target field by 2008; 42 percent of the females, however, had supplemented the VET programme with an exam from higher education and were
employed as nurses.
Among the entrants for the practical nurse education in Finland in 2007,
76.5 percent were employed in 2012, which means they succeed fairly well in
finding work (Virolainen, 2015). Around 60 percent of the practical nurses in
Finland are employed in the social sector, predominantly elderly care, around
20 percent in what is defined as the health sector, and 20 percent in other sectors. The share of practical nurses in full-time employment is around 90 percent,
and part-time work is a minor problem compared with Norway and Sweden.
In Denmark, the transition from education to work is described as good.
Around 85 percent of the candidates educated in 2013 were employed one year
later. Around 10 percent entered further education. The prevalence of parttime work is significant among young people in public services but has actually
been decreasing for the past 20 years (FOA, 2012).
In all the countries, one of the most critical tensions between the health
care programme and the health care sector seems to be the recruitment system. The logic of educational planning on the national policy level is characterized by attempts to predict future needs for competence enhancement
in the health and care sector in relation to available forecasts. Some aspects
of this multifaceted tension could be described in terms of a gap between
actual poor conditions for proper employment in the care sector for young
people, versus long-term forecasts about their future opportunities to obtain
fixed positions and good careers. Most predictions suggest a severe shortage
of health care workers in 15–20 years, but as it seems increasingly difficult for
health care workers to find a full-time job in many places, the forecasts may
be questioned.

An occupation between hierarchies
Recruiting young people to the health care education depends among
other factors on the esteem of the occupation. As esteem is a relational and
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multi-dimensional concept, different indicators of esteem must be observed.
As health care is the largest vocational programme in three out of four Nordic
countries, this can be taken as an indicator that the education has a good level of
popularity. Measured in this way, it has good esteem among many young people, even if we don’t have data on how many applicants there are for each school
place. It may seem like a paradox that the programme, and the occupations it
leads to, must nevertheless struggle to strengthen and maintain its position.
As a female-dominated programme, directed towards work in the public
sector, health care experiences lower esteem compared with the traditional,
male-dominated programmes aimed at positions in the private sector. Despite
many years of gender policies in the Nordic welfare states, education still plays
the role of reproducing a gender segregated labour market. At the same time,
the labour market contributes to shaping the way many educations emerge as
strongly gendered (Emerek and Holt, 2008; Larsen and Thingstrup, 2014). The
explanations for the gendered division of work, and its reproduction, are diverse
and complex. Some of the most important seem to be the gendered division of
work within families, the educational choices, the preferences of the employers
and the political organization of the labour market (Emerek and Holt, 2008).
The question of esteem could also be understood in a historical context. Previously the auxiliary nurse educations used to be very popular among women
in all Nordic countries, in particular among adult women, who saw the education as a vehicle for moving from unpaid household work into the paid labour
market (Høst, 2006a). During the first period of women entering the education
system, in the 1960s and 1970s, an auxiliary nurse education was considered
opening a respectable career for a woman. As women in all the Nordic countries are gradually forming the majority at all levels in the education system, the
registered nurse education has turned into a realistic option for most girls, not
only those from the upper social strata. This, in turn, may be one explanation
for the health care worker educations at upper secondary experiencing a fall in
popularity. Women, in particular, seem to consider prospects of further education as vital when they choose an education (Brown et al., 2011). For the health
care worker students also, further education and mobility in the labour market
has become more important.
The seemingly declining esteem of the health care worker education seems
as well to be connected to a stronger educational hierarchy, where education
itself is considered decisive in the competition for social positions (Beck, 1997;
Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1996). Thus, when young people make a choice
about their further education upon completion of their compulsory education,
they not only see a choice between several horizontal possibilities, they also
see a vertical hierarchy of different kinds of education defined by their theoretical and scholastic content and orientation (Andreasen et al., 1998; Larsen,
2003). From an educational sociological perspective, the sorting function of
the educational system is reflected in young people’s view of the educational
opportunities. The discourse about educational society and the importance
of cognitive knowledge challenges the esteem of the VET. The health care
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education defined as a more practical education contributes to placing them in
the lower end of the educational hierarchy. However, the educational hierarchy
is not necessarily unambiguous: for many young people (and their families),
several of the vocational programmes have high value. Many health care students have a mother or other family members who have the same education
and job, and they are very proud of it and feel they are doing an important job
(Larsen, 2004, 2005, 2006).
In particular, vocational education targeting the eldercare sector seems to
have low esteem among young people in all the four countries. Care work has
for many years been under pressure from standardization, Taylorization and
time control on the one hand, and increasing professionalization on the other,
also to increase the esteem of care work (Tidsskrift for Arbejdsliv, 2006). It has
also been formulated as a dilemma between two forms of rationality: a rationality of treatment, connected to standardized tasks of the care work expected to
be undertaken, and a rationality of care, connected to the care givers’ life history
competences of care, which is all the time being subjected to professionalization
(Eriksen, 2001). Newer research highlights that the struggle for recognition has
changed. Previously there was a struggle for recognition of professionalism in
a female-dominated field, but now it is also a struggle for recognition between
technology and humanity. For the health care workers, it is not technology that
makes care possible, but human care (Rehder, 2013). At the same time, welfare
technologies represent progress and upgrading.
Finally, it is important to see how esteem is influenced by boundaries and
jurisdictions between different professions and occupations, and the hierarchies
developing from this. The registered nurse profession in all the Nordic countries is trying to draw a strong line of demarcation between themselves and
the health care workers, both in the education system and in the field of work.
In recent decades, the registered nurses are increasingly monopolizing work
in hospitals, while the health care workers are predominantly left to apply for
work in the municipal care and nursing sector. This is a challenge that relates to
the low esteem of working inside the elderly care sector. Moreover, the health
care workers are subject to some very explicit professional demarcations. They
are part of a gender hierarchy, a professional hierarchy and a ‘dirt’ hierarchy,
where the latter refers to the fact that working with tools ranks higher than
work related to the body and its maintenance and/or decay, which is more
often associated with odours, privacy and taboos. In the hospitals, the nurses
perform care work that is associated with growth, results and maintenance,
whereas care for the elderly is associated with decline and ultimately results in
death (Liveng, 2007).

Access to higher education
In order to secure individual mobility and to strengthen the status of the health
care educations, the health care programme has a double challenge: it must
simultaneously qualify its graduates for a specific occupation and give access
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to higher education. This means the health care education no longer merely
qualifies graduates for employment within the social and health care sector,
it also prepares and motivates the graduates to continue to higher education.
To some extent, this involves enhancing the theoretical and general education
profile of the programmes.
In Denmark, social and health care assistants have had access to several professional bachelor educations since 1991, including nursing, pharmacology,
pedagogy and social working, and through supplementary courses, to occupational therapy, physiotherapy, medical laboratory technician, midwife etc. In
total, 40 percent of the social and health care assistants who went on to study
in a professional bachelor education in 2013 went into nursing, and 10 percent
entered the pre-school teacher programme (UNI-C, 2016). So, it is mainly
nursing that is an obvious and relevant opportunity for further education for
social and health care assistants. The VET system has also introduced eux,
which is an option to combine vocational and general education (see Chapter 5). The first period of practical work is replaced by general subjects, because
the students in this model will supposedly need less time to learn the practical
skills. In addition to this, so-called talent tracks are offered, in which subjects are
taught at a higher level of theory. The aim is to strengthen the education and
link it more tightly with the system of higher education. The students start in
school and have three periods of practical work in between, before they complete their education with a school exam.
In Sweden, there has been a strong focus on access to higher education from
the health care programme. While the broad programme has a weak connection to specific occupations, it has become more academic and has been most
successful over time at providing access to further education at the tertiary level.
Within three years after graduation from upper secondary school, transition
to higher education has been 25–35 percent (Persson Thunqvist, 2015). The
rather strong focus on access to higher education conflicts with the prerequisites, particularly for those students who want to find a fast route to skilled
work, earn money and become independent.
In Norway, different models of health care worker training have been established to reduce the contrast between young people dominating the education
system and adults dominating the workplaces. The supplementary, general programme, which is an alternative to the third year of vocational training, has been
more popular among the students in the health care programme than completing an apprenticeship. The supplementary programme does not involve any
recognition of the occupational competence that the students have obtained
during the first two years of education. Instead, it gives students the possibility
of taking general subjects to achieve a general admission to higher education.
Along with the supplementary programme, several counties offer other models
of health care worker training, among them the YSK (vocational and general
skills), which provides access to both the trade certificate and admission to
higher education. Most health care students on this track proceed directly to
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higher education. Some counties also offer school-based health care education, where students graduate with a general university admission certification
instead of the trade certificate (Skålholt et al., 2013). From 2017, higher education institutions are for the first time trying out recruiting health care workers with a trade certificate and shorter additional courses, instead of a general
certificate. The project, initiated by the state, has neither been welcomed by
the nurses’ organization, nor the university college given the responsibility to
organize it (Høst and Schwach, 2017).
In Finland, all students who complete a three-year, school-based initial vocational education are eligible for polytechnic and university studies. For practical
nursing students, the typical route to higher education within the same field is
studies in the of social and health care field in the universities of applied sciences. Degree programmes leading to a bachelor’s degree in nursing, such as midwifery, nursing, occupational therapy, physiotherapy and social services, are typical
choices. The number of students continuing to higher education within two years
after VET was 14 percent in 2008, but since then it has decreased to 10 percent.

Health care education as social inclusion
One aim of the VET system is to enhance social integration, which entails
challenges of including students from different social backgrounds, gender,
age and ethnicity. This has specific implications when we look at the health
care sector. As a female-dominated programme, it has difficulties in attracting male students. However, in both Sweden and Denmark, the number of
male students in health care has been increasing slightly in recent years. In
Sweden, the proportion of males in the programme reached 17.5 percent in
2012 (Skolverket, 2013). In Denmark, the proportion of males increased to
11 percent in 2014 (Statistics Denmark, 2015). The increase may be a result
of the financial crises that affected the labour market in the predominantly
male private sector harder than the public sector. There have also been several
recruitment campaigns aimed at males (Nielsen and Helms, 2011). In Finland,
only 8 percent of the students in the education for practical nurses are males.
Males applying receive a bonus for representing a gender minority group in
the programme. The Norwegian health care programme has for many years
had a quite stable share of around 10 percent males. Health care has, generally speaking, not succeeded in increasing the share of males very much. This
reflects the fact that the gender segregated labour market and education system reinforce each other, and it is difficult to enter a field of work dominated
by the opposite gender (Korp, 2013; Nielsen and Sørensen, 2004). The strong
efforts to include males in this female-dominated area can be understood in
several ways: as a question of gender equality, as a question of demand for
labour, as a question of males’ particular contributions, and as a way of legitimizing public institutions’ professional performance (Larsen and Thingstrup,
2014; Nielsen, 2008).
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In Denmark, the proportion of students with an immigrant background has
remained stable at around 20 percent (UNI-C, 2016). The main results from
a Swedish analysis reveal that the health care programme provides for equal
opportunities in career choices regardless of the students’ social background,
but people with a Swedish background chose to become registered nurses to a
higher degree than those with an immigrant background, regardless of gender
( Johansson and Ahnlund, 2014). Norway has experienced a significant increase
in the number of students with an immigrant background. This is even stronger
in the field of work, which employs a large group of both unskilled immigrants
and immigrants educated in their native country. This includes nurses not being
accepted as registered nurses in Norway. In Finland, there are fewer immigrants
than in the other Nordic countries, which creates cultural barriers to immigrants’ participation in the health care programme. The strong increase in the
share of immigrants in the health care occupation in three out of four Nordic
countries proves that this field of education and work has a capacity to integrate
immigrants. It also reflects the strong demand for labour in health care.
Health care education has also succeeded in integrating a significant share
of students with special needs. In Finland, these students are offered special
education and personal study programmes, which can be organized in smaller
specialized groups or with the help of a personal tutor. The Danish VET system
has similar initiatives, but cuts in state funding have reduced such possibilities,
including support for weak learners and students with other special needs. In
Sweden, students with special needs are challenged by its mainly school-based
character, and experience calls for new ways of creating more and better opportunities for workplace learning. In Norway, the school-based part of the education is one of the programmes that has been open for students with special
needs. The other side of this coin is that this could weaken the esteem of the
education. The Danish model of stepwise education, where the lowest step is
the health care helper and the next is a skilled health care worker, has contributed to the integration of unskilled women and immigrants into education and
work. The model was replaced in 2017 by a model separating the two steps into
independent educations, reflecting the hierarchy of work tasks.
Historically, the health and care sector represents what was perhaps the most
important labour market for increasing the number of women entering the
workforce during the 1960s and 1970s. The recruitment patterns established
in that period, dominated by adult women, has survived, even if the educations
have been gradually integrated into the youth education system and the comprehensive school. However, despite numerous measures taken to increase the
share of young people in the education, including discriminating against older
applicants, they never succeeded in attracting a sufficient number of young
people in any of the countries (Høst et al., 2014). Even if the programmes have
succeeded in attracting an increasing number of young students in Norway and
Sweden, many of them tend to choose to continue in further education rather
than trying to enter the labour market. Hence, adults still represent a dominant
proportion of the health care workers (Table 6.1).
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Table 6.1 Health care workers in four Nordic countries compared

Adult share of recruitment
Access to work
Access to work in hospitals
Part-time/full-time work
Access to higher education
Percent females in education
School-based/apprenticeship

Denmark

Finland

Norway

Sweden

High
Good
Problematic
Full time
Good
90
Apprenticeship

Significant
Good
Problematic
Full time
Good
92
School-based

High
Problematic
Problematic
Part time
Problematic
86
Apprenticeship

High
Problematic
Problematic
Part time
Good
83
Both

What characterizes health care worker
education in the Nordic countries?
In all the Nordic countries, the introduction of education for health care workers was part of building welfare states after Second World War, where central
aims were public health care and education for all. From the start, the educations were initiated and governed by the state. They contributed to thousands of women in all the Nordic countries entering the labour market, not
as unskilled workers, but with a vocational education. Though subordinate to
the registered nurses and low in the hierarchy of healthcare, the auxiliary nurse
educations provided access to work in hospitals, and they soon became popular
in all the countries. Older youths and adults came to dominate the educations
from the beginning.
Were they to be a substitute for a lack of registered nurses, or an occupational group with its own jurisdiction? This has been and remains a long-lasting
source of tension in the auxiliary nurse and care worker category. Because of
the almost continuous expansion of the health care services, there has generally
also been a continuous demand for skilled health care workers in the Nordic
countries, but there have been major changes regarding the demand, and hence
where auxiliary nurses, and later health care workers, have access to jobs. In this
way, the health care worker education could to a certain extent be characterized as a “buffer education” (Larsen, 2015).
During the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, reforms in all the countries contributed to a gradual integration of the educations for both auxiliary nurse and
other care workers into the upper secondary school systems as part of broad
programmes for health and social care. Due to the age structuring of upper
secondary educations, the care worker educations were to an increasing extent
directed at 16–19-year-olds. The philosophy behind the reforms seems to be
that the welfare state needed skilled health care workers with a more generalist profile, meeting the expanding, but ever-changing needs of the population.
Although school-based from the beginning, health care educations in
recent decades have mutated into apprenticeship models in the Nordic countries (Table 6.1). The apprenticeship models have distinct characteristics that
differ from similar models in industry and crafts. They are state-led, they are
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female-dominated, they have a closer connection to general education and the
school, and they represent occupations that are differently structured in the
labour market. They are embedded in work organizations that are strongly
structured by professions, something which gives them less space for autonomy.
While VET students in the craft and industrial occupations traditionally opt for
further VET education based on their work experience, the health care workers instead opt for higher education, and different alternative routes connect
them to higher education in general, and the nurse education in particular.
The educational reforms integrating the auxiliary nurse educations into the
upper secondary systems took place in the same period as the auxiliary nurses’
main field of work changed dramatically, from the hospitals which had been
their main field of work to the care and nursing sector, mainly elderly care,
in the municipalities. With some variations between the countries, there is
today difficult for health care workers to get positions in the hospitals, where
the registered nurses dominate (Table 6.1). In Norway and Sweden, it is difficult in general for the care workers to get access to permanent positions and
full-time work, including in elderly care in the municipalities. In this situation,
apprenticeships do not generally seem to establish better transitions to work for
health care workers. Apprenticeship in this sector is primarily education, and
not recruitment to work. There are reasons to question the forecasts about the
future need for health care workers as the conditions for proper employment
seem to be problematic, either in all or at least in some parts of the health care
sector.
While the transition from education to work seems to function quite well in
Denmark and Finland, this is not the case in Norway and Sweden. Combined
with changes in the education system, the transition problems have contributed
to new patterns, where many students and apprentices in health care, instead of
educating themselves for care work, are aiming for further or higher education,
most frequently the registered nurse education.
The links between health care education and higher education are strong
in the sense that in all the countries, except for Denmark, it is more common
for the health care workers than other VET categories to continue to higher
education. The models are, however, different. While health care workers in
Denmark may take a shorter route to become a registered nurse, the Norwegian skilled health care workers were offered access to the nurse education for
the first time in 2017, but only after having gone through additional courses
(Table 6.1).
Health care education in the Nordic countries does not represent a periphery
of the VET system, as female-dominated VET educations in other European
countries have done traditionally (Mayer, 2001). They are the largest vocational
programmes and in many ways, they are at the centre of discussions on how to
develop the national VET systems. Skilled health care workers today represent
one of the largest female-dominated groups in the labour market as a whole.
The changes in the labour market and the education system from the 1960s
on has also caused changes in the trade unions, as the new, female-dominated
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service sector has strengthened its position. To illustrate this change, the leader
of the LO in Norway is no longer a metal worker, but an auxiliary nurse.
Furthermore, the former leader of the central trade union in Sweden was an
auxiliary nurse, while the leader in the Danish LO is a woman, representing the
private service sector. On both the employer and the employee side, the organizations engage actively in the VET councils, contributing to a diversification
and change of policies compared with the previous situation.
Being the largest VET programme, and totally dominated by women, health
care also includes a broad range of students. The programmes tend to have large
numbers of both young students and of adults, of students opting for work and
for students opting for higher education, of students of different national backgrounds, of weak learners and of students with other special needs. Balancing
between being inclusive and at the same time keeping its esteem and position in
a competitive education system and labour market represents a major challenge
for the health care programmes and occupations in all the Nordic countries.
A common characteristic of the Nordic VET systems in health care seems
to be that they are all, in different ways, framed by welfare state policy, seeing
education and training as a right, including the whole youth cohort. This is
also reflected in the vast public investments in VET, whether school-based or
apprenticeship-based. In all four countries, the educations are directed towards
publicly funded health care systems, characterized by well-regulated labour
markets.

Notes
1 Daniel Persson Thunqvist (Sweden), Maarit Virolainen (Finland), Lene Larsen (Denmark)
and Håkon Høst (Norway).
2 National nurses’ associations in Scandinavia (founded in Finland in 1867; in Denmark
in 1899; in Sweden in 1910; and Norway in 1912) also monitored the development of
nurses’ education in other western countries and international models. Formal cooperation between the Nordic Countries started in 1920 when the Nordic Nurses’ Federation
(NNF) was founded. The formation of NNF represents an early strategy driven by nurses
in developing their own further education (Råholm et al., 2010).
3 The term ‘auxiliary nurse’ covers very parallel educations and occupational categories in
the Nordic countries. In Denmark, it was termed sygehjælper; in Norway, hjelpepleier; in
Sweden, undersköterska; and in Finland, hjälpsköterska.
4 In Denmark, the actions were directed against ‘plejehjemsassistensuddannelsen’ (managers
of care and nursing homes), while the case in Norway was further education of auxiliary
nurses for assisting in surgery (Høst, 2006a; Wingender 1999).
5 One example is the Copenhagen trade union of auxiliary nurses (Høst, 2006a).
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7	Building and construction
A critical case for the future
of vocational education
Ole Johnny Olsen, Daniel Persson Thunqvist
and Anders Hallqvist
Introduction
In this chapter we shall look at all four challenges facing the Nordic systems
of vocational education and training (VET) which are addressed in this book:
the fit between training and labour market, the question of access to higher
education, the problem of esteem and the problem of social inclusion. As with
the chapter on health care in the public sector (Chapter 6), we will concentrate on one specific field of VET in the private sector. The chapter aims to
explore how these challenges are perceived and managed in the building and
construction industry. In line with the book’s overall ambition, our aim is also
to examine the complex and partly contradictory relations between the goals
underlying these challenges.
The first main goal is to attract well-performing VET students and to train
high-skilled workers for building occupations. This challenge is analysed in
relation to current transformations of work and labour within the construction
industry. Technological and organisational changes, together with deregulation
and liberalisation of the labour market, constitute a new reality for the industry
which profoundly affects the conditions for VET. Another significant question
is how the goal of securing equal access to higher education might contradict
the first goal by enabling a possible leakage of well-performing students towards
academic careers and white-collar labour markets. How will a stronger orientation towards higher education influence the social status and esteem of qualifications and subordinate labour market positions in this field? Furthermore, how
can the goals of social inclusion be balanced with the general ambition of high
esteem for the VET programmes? Building and construction is well suited for
examining these questions. It is one of the core fields of VET in all four countries both when it comes to size – the number of students and training places
involved – and when it comes to its historical roots and traditions.
As we have learned throughout the book, there are clear differences between
the basic features of the national Nordic VET systems: Denmark has an apprenticeship system regulated within an order of typical collective skill formation,
Sweden and Finland have characteristic state-regulated school-based systems,
while the Norwegian system can be described as a mixture of the two types.
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VET programmes for building and construction are of course also part of these
overall systems. However, as this chapter will demonstrate, it is not the wellknown differences between these systems that are most striking in the case of
building and construction. In fact, the roots of the traditional crafts are still
evident, and much of the artisan character of the work and work organisation
has remained in this industry. This is due partly to a delayed technological and
organisational shift from craft-based work to industrialisation. In addition, the
labour force in the Nordic countries has been massively and powerfully organised, constituting a driver for collective skill formation systems.
Today, however, these structures and traditions are strongly challenged by
increased industrialisation, market liberalisation and international labour migration. These processes challenge long-lasting systems of skill formation as well as
the Nordic countries’ organised labour markets, which skill formation is closely
related to. It is thus necessary and important to address these questions thoroughly in the first section of this chapter, before we discuss the other challenges.
The empirical basis for our comparative analysis is four internal reports
from the Nord-VET project1 discussing the four challenges in relation to the
building sector and the carpenter occupation. The national reports build on
analysis of research reports or other secondary literature and national statistics,
extended by expert interviews and interviews with a small sample of students
and teachers.

Carpenters in transition: education
for a changing labour market
Over the last few centuries, many crafts entered the maelstrom of industrialisation and the dynamics of capitalism. New tools and materials were developed, work was reorganised, and specialisation encouraged. Workers became
degraded to labourers, masters became employers and artisans employees, and
work organisations became machines for the control of labour (see e.g. Braverman, 1974; Edwards, 1979). This process was not without resistance – the struggle against degradation was important in the formation of labour unions – and
it was not universal: these changes took place to various degrees and in various ways within different crafts and in different countries. In some countries,
work organisation based on autonomous and highly skilled workers survived
and even became the leading model for all sectors and industries. The model
was supported by the development of VET systems qualifying occupational
categories with professional skills and self-reliance. Germany is a well-known
case for the success and strength of a production model based on this kind of
occupational principle, while France has exemplified a history of work and skill
formation adapted to the principles of bureaucratic administration and direct
control (cf. Piore and Sabel, 1984; Maurice et al., 1986; Thelen, 2004).
Our point here, however, is that even in countries where work organisations
and the national VET systems are less affected by this occupational principle,
several craft occupations within the building and construction sector have kept
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some of their artisan character. This has been done by adjusting the scope of the
craft to technological change and development and by defending workers’ relative autonomy and professional sovereignty in the workplace. Fundamentally,
this defence was made possible through the collective organising of work and
through institutions for collective skill formation.
Collective organising in the workplace has included all parts of the work
process, such as planning, coordination, execution and quality control as well as
negotiating contracts with management and employers. The general concept
trade union (fagforening) reminds us of the latter aspect. But while trade unions
in general deal with collective bargaining on the company or national level, the
collective organising of the trades in the building sector also has an important
role at the workplace level. By contrast with unions in typical industrial work,
which have mostly opposed piecework and contract work, occupations like
carpenters have built their relative autonomy on the basis of agreements on
particular jobs for particular work teams, negotiated by an elected team foreman (bas).
For employers, of course, this has always meant a relative loss of organisational control. But on the other side, in organisations based on this kind of
relationship of trust (cf. Fox, 1974), management do not need to use resources
on planning, coordination and quality control; these are dealt with by the teams
themselves. This is why Arthur L. Stinchcombe, in his seminal study on the
“bureaucratic and craft administration of production” from 1959, particularly
using the building industry as a case study, could sum up the character of the
crafts in this industry as follows:
Craft institutions in construction are more than craft trade unions; they
are also a method of administering work. They include special devices
of legitimate communications to workers, special authority relations, and
special principles of division of work, the ‘jurisdictions’ which form areas
of work defining labour market statuses.
(Stinchcombe, 1986, p. 178)
Looking at the Nordic countries, these general characteristics are still very
relevant. In Sweden the occupational principle is fully intact in the construction sector, by contrast with the manufacturing sector where it has more or
less vanished (Fjellström, 2017). The same is true in Denmark and Norway.
In Denmark and Sweden, the main rule in the building and construction
industry is that the work organisation is built on organising teams led by
an elected foreman (bas) and their piecework (Ajslev, 2014; Kronlund, 1982;
Carlén et al., 2009).
This is also widely practiced in the Norwegian construction industry. Here
there are, however, some regional variations. In some regions, for example
around Bergen, where we did some of our expert interviews, the work is
largely paid by fixed salaries and the team foreman is appointed by management
(by the master). The transition to fixed salaries in this region goes back to the
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1980s, and was part of a joint struggle of employers and local unions against the
growth of ‘contractors’ (individuals or loosely-knit groups of carpenters with
or without craft certificates) who were disrupting the market in construction
and housebuilding at the time (Løvseth and Strand, 1992). In this case, abandoning the organising practice of an elected team foreman with piecework
was not part of a management strategy to abandon the principle of occupational based work organisation. In fact, many of the medium-sized construction
firms around Bergen are core members of the masters’ ‘guild’, whose common
political activity has very much been and still remains focussed on securing and
fighting for collective responsibility for the apprenticeship system and for training young carpenters. They also represent a strong voice in recent years’ sectoral
and public political debate on how to fight the ‘unserious’ firms who sponge off
the collective good of occupational skills while undermining its future formation, basing their production too much on subcontracting, migrant labour and
temporary work agencies (see Moen et al., 2014).
By addressing this theme of the short-term labour strategies enabled by the
liberalisation of international markets, we want to highlight what we see as a
devastating challenge – even threat – to collective skill formation. The general
liberalisation of the market for temporary work agencies – in Sweden in the
early 1990s, in the other Nordic countries around 2000 (Dølvik et al., 2015,
p. 68) – also opened the door to new staffing strategies in building and construction. The trend in large parts of the industry was to cut down on permanent staff and hire short-term workers from agencies. With EU enlargement
in 2004, including new members from Eastern Europe, this practice increased
dramatically, especially in Norway where building and construction activities
experienced a boom during these years.
A recent study carried out by local unions in the Oslo region shows that in
2011 a total of 50% of workers on the building sites of the big contractors came
from recruitment agencies (Elstad, 2017, p. 13). This dropped to 12% in 2013,
most likely, the report comments, as a consequence of the implementation
of the 2012 EU directive on temporary work, which laid down that agency
workers should be treated equally with workers employed in the companies
using them. Moreover, the construction market shrank substantially when the
oil crisis hit in 2014. This drop didn’t last long: today the proportion of agency
workers working for large construction firms in the region has reached 35%.
Short-term flexibility was once again given priority over long-term employment. Furthermore, subcontracting has increased. In 2011 the share of workers from subcontractors was 21%. Already in 2013 this number was doubled,
and in 2015 it was as high as 47% (Elstad, 2017). Studies from other countries
have indicated the same change in practice: the answer to the EU directive on
agency work was an increased use of subcontracting (König and Detje, 2016).
For the Norwegian building and construction industry, subcontracting predominantly means awarding contracts to foreign companies, mainly Eastern
European, which can offer rates that are out of reach for their Norwegian
competitors.
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The consequences for VET are clear: recruitment agencies do not train people, they have no apprentices and do nothing more than arrange the hiring and
firing of workers (cf. Eldring et al., 2012; Eldring, 2015; Bals, 2017). Foreign
subcontractors do not train Norwegian apprentices and have no commitment
to Norwegian VET. Moreover, staffing strategies often go hand in hand with
changing strategies of work organisation and labour processes on construction
sites. The new short-term staffing of these sites enables new differentiations:
some workers do the simple jobs, under the close supervision of frontline foremen. Other workers and the traditional teams get the more demanding tasks.
Hence labour strategies and the development of work organisations enter a
vicious circle: when the market encourages firms to take shortcuts on staffing
and quality in order to win contracts, using recruitment agencies, temporary
employment and subcontracting, the need to hire skilled workers is reduced,
as is the motivation to invest in training. Over time this leads to demands for
further simplification of the work process, increased use of prefabrication and
Taylorisation of construction sites (cf. Friberg and Haakestad, 2015), which in
turn weakens levels of interest among young people searching for autonomous
work and opportunities for self-development. Overall, well-established learning
environments crumble and the basic foundations of collective skill formation
are threatened.
All the national reports in our project (see endnote 1) address the problems stemming from the pressure of market liberalisation and from technological and organisational change. The potential consequences of weakening the
national-level skill formation of building and construction workers are farreaching. Economically, the lack of highly skilled construction workers endangers national building industries as a whole. Being dependent on importing
builders would imply a huge set-back for a differentiated modern economy.
Socially and culturally, a degradation of the situation of autonomous carpenters and construction workers and a dissolving of the collective structures of
training and work would ruin one of the largest and best-functioning institutions for integrating and socialising young people – young men predominately
in these occupations – into social collectives and identities with high societal
recognition and thereby for individual development of self-respect and selfesteem, pride and dignity. This capacity for integration and socialisation is a
well-recognized quality of VET systems based on the occupational principle of
work organisation, well-documented in several studies, including recent ones
(see i.e. Olsen et al., 2015; Jørgensen, 2013).
We should also remember that occupational structuration is not only to be
found in systems of skill formation and work organisation alone. The collective
regulation of labour relations is also very important. Integration and socialisation into working life in building and construction has also implied integration
and socialisation into a world of labour regulated – in the Nordic countries –
by national collective agreements and labour law that have given individual
workers high social security and recognition as employees with a broad spectrum of labour rights. The young apprentice carpenter has become part of the
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collectives on the building site, learned the rules and norms of how to build
houses, and developed the skills needed to make an independent contribution
to this work. At the same time, he or she has learned the rules and norms of the
working life more generally – about permanent employment contracts, working hours, holiday rights, sick leave, pensions etc. – and he or she has learned
about the processes for democratic participation in establishing such rules and
norms, through collective bargaining, organisational councils or political elections. The existence of these collective regulations, and the integration and
socialisation of young workers into the norms of these regulations, have been
important elements of the socio-cultural foundation for democratic capitalism
in these countries (Sejersted, 2011; Streeck, 2014; Honneth, 2014; Olsen, 2018).

Meeting change in labour market and work organisation
Modularisation: Finland takes the lead

Of the four national VET systems, the Finnish stands out as exceptional in relation to building and construction. While the other three systems in this sector
are still shaped by the occupational principle as discussed above, the Finnish
system is directed towards broad and loosely structured qualification profiles.
Finnish VET, organised until recently through vocational schools, has been
rather weakly connected to the labour market, including VET for construction
work (Virolainen, 2015, p. 15).
However, during the new millennium there have been several initiatives in
the VET system aimed at improving connections to the labour market. Within
the Finnish three-year model, construction profiles are built up of one part
of vocational modules (2 ½ years) and another part of general subjects. The
programme for the ‘builder’, one of four construction profiles, has two compulsory modules, called foundation work and carcassing, which amount to
about the half of the credits for vocational modules. In addition, students take
optional modules within a relatively varied spectrum of trades, e.g. masonry,
tiling, interior carpentry work, scaffolding construction, reinforcing and concreting or renovation. The completion of the modules is done by specific skill
demonstrations.
Planning course completion is very much up to each student, who can independently decide how many optional skill demonstrations he or she will do.
The majority of students complete four to six modules with a demonstration.
One-fourth complete only three at most and one-tenth take more than six
demonstrations. The training is relatively practical overall, with the production of small cottages etc. in school workshops, and a relatively high amount
(20 credits of 90) must be done as on-the-job training at a workplace. The
construction industry is also relatively present in actually shaping the training,
for example through the demonstrations, which are mainly organised by the
school (about 60%) partly in cooperation with workplace supervisors or by
workplaces themselves (40%).
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The point we want to make is therefore not that the Finnish training is
more general or ‘theoretical’ than in the other countries. Nor is there a weak
relation between school and industry. The significant difference is rather the
very individualised and modularised training and certification system. Based
on a common one-year training in foundation work and carcassing, students
can specialise in many occupational qualifications. By passing the different skill
demonstrations, students get formal qualifications in the respective occupations,
in masonry, tiling etc. There is no common skill profile of a graduated ‘builder’
except for the two obligatory modules. In a special system for further education, builders can specialise in specific occupational trades. Within the upper
secondary level, however, the ‘builder’ is an educational umbrella for the shortcut specialisations taken by students.
The development of this kind of multi-skilled qualification profile corresponds with the interests and politics of central actors in the industry itself.
The expectation of technological change is a very important dimension of its
justification. The Finnish report refers to central actors and documents which
argue for the need for a broader and multi-skilled construction worker because
of expected technological change.
Similarities and differences in Denmark, Norway
and Sweden: occupational goals

The building and construction VET programmes (BC programmes) in Denmark, Norway and Sweden can be described by emphasising their similarities
both around structural content and around occupational direction. Becoming a construction worker involves, in most cases, school-based training and
specialised training in subsequent apprenticeships. At the same time, the VET
programmes for construction work differ regarding regulations and the organisation of school-based VET and apprenticeship.
All programmes in Denmark, Norway and Sweden have the following structure: They start with broad introductions. Subsequently, students choose specialisation in school. Finally, they follow a work-based training, preferably as
apprentices, directed towards a craft certificate. The most important differences
between the three countries are found in the institutional regulations and particularly in the institutional role of the actors in the craft.
The Swedish case

The Swedish programme for building and construction originates from a twoyear school programme launched in 1971. This had a first year, common to all
students, composed of five tracks, and then a second year concentrated on one
of the five, for example carpentry. The second year was partly workplace-based.
After these two years, regulated by a national curriculum, students could apply
for final apprenticeships in firms, governed by the social partners in the building and construction branch. With an upper secondary school reform in 1991,
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all VET programmes were extended by a third year. More general subjects
were added, partly to make all students eligible for higher education. Hence,
the programme for building and construction got the following structure: a
three-year school-based education regulated by the state, followed by a two- or
three-year final apprenticeship regulated by the labour market partners. Even
though final apprenticeship does not belong to the national VET system, it is
vital for students’ school-to work transitions (Högberg, 2009; Fjellström, 2017).
If students do not complete the final apprenticeship track after graduating
from the school-based programme, it becomes difficult for them to get access to
skilled employment (Berglund, 2009; Berglund et al., 2014). The final apprenticeship therefore counts as part of the qualification system. Overall, the Swedish programme for training in construction is a 3+2 model very much like the
Norwegian 2+2 model.
However, unlike their Danish and Norwegian counterparts, Swedish employers lack influence over the vocational exams (set by the school). The regulation
of the Swedish building and construction programme is distinguished by a farreaching privatisation and a shift in the governance of VET from the state to
the municipalities (Olofsson and Persson Thunqvist, 2018). This partly explains
significant local differences in the organisation of, and composition between,
school-based VET and work-based training. Unlike in Norway and Denmark,
schools and industry are not institutionalised within a single order. Schools
direct themselves in training occupations such as carpenters, but the completion of training through the apprenticeship lies outside their field of responsibility, and is governed by the sector itself.
The Norwegian case

In Norway, building and construction is one of nine vocational programmes in
upper secondary education. This programme covers 22 different occupations.
Of these, carpentry is the largest trade in terms of apprenticeship contracts.
Other large trades, with more than 100 new apprenticeship contracts a year, are
plumbing, construction vehicle operator, concrete work, bricklaying, and ventilation and tinsmith work. Since ‘Reform 94’, these trades are organised around
a standard 2+2 model, with two years of school-based education followed by
two years’ apprenticeship. This model was continued as the main model in the
‘Knowledge Promotion Reform’ (Kunnskapsløftet) in 2006.
In Reform 94, the number of introductory courses was reduced from 100
to only 13. The Knowledge Promotion Reform reduced this number even
further, from 13 to 9. In addition, the new reform strongly reduced the number of courses in second year. Up till the 1994 reform, all the main trades had
had a separate course in second year. In that reform, all the occupational trades
lost their trade-specific learning track in the schools. The second year was also
restructured into programmes combining different occupations. Today one of
these courses, ‘construction techniques’, covers four different trades: carpentry,
concrete work, bricklaying and scaffolding. In principle this means that (for
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example) students who are planning to be carpenters must also learn concrete
work, bricklaying and scaffolding, but they do not learn all trades in the same
depth. Both in first and second year, students choose ‘in-depth subjects’ where
they can concentrate on learning specific occupations. This largely coincides
as well with their placements for workplace learning, especially in second year.
Fewer and broader programmes make it easier to provide young people with
their statutory right to upper secondary education since 1994. The main training and socialisation for vocational skills does not take place in the classrooms,
but in workshops in the vocational schools. However, it is well-documented
that what matters most are tasks where students can produce ‘real’, authentic
things under supervision of teachers with a good skilled worker’s expertise and
authority (Mjelde, 2006; Olsen and Reegård, 2013; Olsen et al., 2014). Training
is very much carried out by building small doll houses, garages or other ‘real’
things. Often the school takes on special orders from neighbouring institutions,
either for production in school or on site outside school. Teachers use their
networks to get such projects, in the same way as they use these networks to
secure adequate placements for work-based learning.
If such placements are heavily emphasised in all the school-based education
programmes today, they have a long and strong tradition in the Norwegian
system, for example. Bringing in the Finnish experience too, students there
reported that their training on the job was strongly motivational and that it
was very important in deciding what specialisations they wanted to do their
skills demonstrations in. An entirely similar experience was reported by Norwegian students (in this study as in numerous earlier studies: Olsen, 2013). The
experience of practical work in firms is decisive, not least for the less schoolmotivated students. This experience is also important in preparing them for
applying for apprenticeships and for acquiring contacts to training companies.
The Danish case

Compared to the other Nordic countries, the role of the trades and their corporate institutions is most significant in Denmark. The Danish system offers two
introductory courses, each lasting six months with a gradual specialisation in
three steps. The first of the two courses (GF1) is broader than the entry courses
in other Nordic VET systems. To become a carpenter, students must first complete the broad basic course (GF1), followed by the second basic course (GF2)
for ‘woodworking occupations’ (carpenter, roofer, floor fitter, etc.) After completion of the GF2 exam, a student can start on the main course for carpenters,
in an alternating apprenticeship programme of 3½ years. This programme ends
with an exam for the journeyman’s certificate, which qualifies students for a
trade such as carpenter, with some exceptions and variations (e.g. for students
over 25 years old and students with an apprenticeship contract who can take a
shorter programme or, in the latter case, can skip the basic course). However,
the majority start on a school-based course (GF1), as in Norway and Sweden. Until recently, apprenticeship has been the core institution of the Danish
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system, not least for the trades in the craft sector. The training has been carried
out as classical ‘master training’, where the apprentice is supervised by his or her
master or fellow journeymen at the workplace. It has not only been a tradition
to recruit apprentices before they enter any preparatory VET schooling, it has
been preferred to train the apprentices with the wanted skills and attitudes.
The regulation of the Danish system, too, is most strongly influenced by the
occupational institutions, with the trade committee having the central role. At
the general level, the Ministry of Education prepares a legal framework for the
programmes, but it is the trade committee, consisting of three representatives
from the unions and three representatives from employer organisations, that
regulates the national curriculum and the national quality systems of the workbased learning. This committee is also responsible for approving the companies
which can offer training placements. At the local level, the committee appoints
local education committees, also consisting of equal numbers of representatives
from employers’ and workers’ organisations. The overall task of these local committees is to advise schools and strengthen cooperation with local businesses.
Convergence in meeting the challenges

While the Danish system has kept its characteristic occupational-based institutional architecture and school-based VET systems remain in Finland and
Sweden, their Norwegian counterpart has experienced a weakening of its system. In the Reform 94 process the trade-specific committees disappeared and
were replaced by broader branch/programme-based committees. The actual
consequences of this have not yet been studied in detail, but in general we can
expect to see a weakening of general care and responsibility for the occupations, as well as fewer possibilities for direct influence on the formal rules and
procedures for trade-based training. The specific character of the curriculum
in the Norwegian case, however, with its very general formulations of learning goals, does enable adjustment to trade/sectoral interests at the local level. It
seems that such adjustments are made both in school and in work-based training, very much in line with the close cooperation between local schools and
firms or local branch interests (training offices). Furthermore, the construction
industry actors, both at local and central level, have strongly advocated the need
for a clear trade-based education rather than the kind of multi-skilled training
seen in Finland. One result of this, for example, is the implementation of a more
flexible application of the 2+2 model by normalising a 1+3 model where it
serves the interest of students, of schools and firms, or of all three.
As a general conclusion as to the crucial goals of VET in securing a close fit
between training and labour market: in all three countries (Sweden, Norway
and Denmark), the main actors seem to follow the same general line in their
policies for meeting these challenges. Employer organisations as well as unions
actively defend trades-based training.
However, we can also point out some significant differences. Generally, Danish actors have been strong defenders of occupational autonomy, both around
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training regulations and in relation to demarcations between different occupations and trades on building sites. There have been strict demarcations between,
for example, carpenters and bricklayers when it comes to skill demands and
task responsibilities. The borderline between skilled workers ( journeymen) and
unskilled labour has also been significant in the Danish workplace. Up to 2010,
skilled and unskilled workers were organised in separate unions.
The last few years have seen some changes along both dimensions. Several
initiatives have been taken, under a programme called ‘partnering’, to improve
interdisciplinary cooperation between trades on the building sites. And at the
organisational level, we have seen mergers of craft unions into industrial unions.
Such mergers have also been seen among Norwegian unions. Does this tendency signal a stronger focus on general employee/labour interests than on
more particular occupational interests? In general, it does not seem to be a case
of weakening the politics of trade-based work and training. Even looking at the
Swedish construction industry, where industrial-based organisation of interests
has been strong, we can see that trades-based politics are entirely possible from
such an angle.
A primary challenge to this politics, as discussed above, is the pressure on
specialisation and differentiation at the workplace caused by market liberalisation, new employment strategies, labour migration and technological change.
In the fierce competition around the increased globalisation of the construction
sector, larger as well as medium-sized companies are tempted to take shortcuts
on quality of work, labour strategies and staffing of work sites. A decisive condition in meeting this challenge is of course maintaining and securing the general
quality of the skilled workers graduating through the established VET system.
A continuous good supply of highly competent and autonomous skilled workers is the best defence for the established trade-based system and its fit between
VET and labour market.
This is also seen in common concerns regarding a weaker base for recruitment. If in Denmark the school-based route to apprenticeship has become the
main route for carpenters, as more than 70% of the enrolled apprentices take
this path while 10 years ago it was 45%, this reminds us not only of the vulnerability of the apprenticeship system to economic downturns, since the change is
very much due to the downturn after the financial crisis that hit the economy
in 2008. The change is also due to more general considerations on the part of
companies. They experience a decrease in the general levels of qualification
and motivation among students applying for the carpentry programme, to such
an extent that they now see, to a higher degree than before, the advantage of
recruiting apprentices after introductory courses. Since school authorities have
simultaneously extended the intake for school-based practical training and initiated the expansion of training centres, this also gives firms the opportunity
of recruiting apprentices with relevant basic skills from preparatory training. In
this way the school element is becoming more important in the Danish system.
In fact, the Danish 1+3–year model (which is the standard model for young
people after compulsory school since 1976) has been developed in a similar
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direction as the Norwegian 2+2 model, reflecting common ways of dealing
with the challenges of finding a good fit between training and labour market.
Overall, as regards the fit between VET and labour market, the Finnish system has moved in the direction of adapting to some extent to the marketisation of labour and specialisation of skills, while in the other Nordic countries
there are actors and initiatives trying to keep a broader occupational principle
as the basis for training and work. There certainly remain different institutional
regulations of these systems. Still, the convergence revolves around the question
of a need for introductory/preparatory courses before entering a trade-specific
training, whether in school or in apprenticeship. Young people today need
some hands-on work experience before deciding on and entering an occupation. Firms see a growing need for basic training and personal maturity before
entering an apprenticeship.

Access to higher education: different formal
options but similar challenges
While connections between VET and the construction industry have remained
strong in the Nordic countries, the links to universities have historically been
weak. However, our country comparisons reveal that several formal options
have been developed in recent decades across these countries to bring VET
closer to universities. Initiatives have been taken in all the Nordic countries to
integrate general and vocational education at upper secondary level and thus
enable access to higher education. As indicated above, basic eligibility for higher
education in building and construction programmes has been prioritised as a
goal in Finland and Sweden since the 1990s. In Norway, the reform in 1994
increased general subjects in VET in order to promote transitions from VET
to the general university preparatory programme in upper secondary school.
In Denmark, a carpentry education formally qualifies for direct access to post-
secondary education in professionally relevant areas, such as building technicians in vocational academies, and for qualified craftsmen to get access to a
1–1½ year preparatory course for engineering education. At the same time,
the causes and the driving forces behind such endeavours, and the outcomes of
consistent policy attempts, to bridge the gaps between VET and higher education remain to be explained.
As discussed in the introduction and earlier chapters, the question of access
to higher education for VET students can be put differently from different
point of views. In Nordic discourses, one dominant position has been the ideal
of equal rights to education for all young people, to the level of their potential
capacity. A second position is the idea that more people with higher education are needed to meet the requirements of the post-industrial society and to
enable social mobility. Paradoxically, seen as a core element in social democratic
educational politics, the first position has also implied the ideal of leaving the
working class for a better life in the middle classes. A strong implication of
the second position has been that general or theoretical knowledge is more
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valuable than practical knowledge. Furthermore, within the hierarchical order
of these educational systems, passing general education subjects at one level
is perceived as an absolute precondition for access to the next level. Consequently, the best learners at upper secondary school have been guided to aspire
to higher education.
Moreover, a third position or discourse on this question can be identified.
Within the building and construction sector, as within manufacturing, one
will very often hear the claim that – rather than people with higher education
alone – industries need people who combine higher education and practical
knowledge and experience from shop floor work. In these sectors, the value of
skills collected from below while climbing the ladder up to all levels of management has been strongly appreciated. Many leaders of the construction sector see
the danger of widening the gap between theoretical and practical knowledge
within firms and on work sites. Part of the popular criticism about too much
theory in vocational education has been an inadequate understanding of the
qualification of a highly qualified construction worker. An equally important
problem is the narrow and purely theoretical competence of engineers and
managerial staff. The lack of managerial staff with practical experience is serious: “Soon we will have nobody who can lead a construction site”, as a Norwegian branch leader commented.
From a comparative perspective, we can see some important differences in
how challenges around this theme have been met. While the two general discourses mentioned above – those on equal rights and knowledge society – have
been central in all countries, the relevance of the third discourse – on practical
knowledge as a basis for higher education – have varied.
In Norway, even though VET students have had relative easy access to higher
education through the opportunity to take an extra school year studying general subjects, relatively few students or graduated journeymen have chosen this
path. In one study, only 1 percent of one student cohort could be found in
higher education one year after graduation from building and construction. In
the middle level tertiary schools, however, 4 percent of the same cohort could
be found (Nyen et al., 2013).
This is a good indicator of the relevance of the much-favoured alternative to
post-secondary education among graduated students and young journeymen
in building and construction. It is also an indicator of an alternative which is
highly supported by the industry itself. Employers’ associations and educational
actors within the industry clearly promote this kind of education, and the idea
of giving access from this kind of education to higher education. Today, however, this is not possible, except in some university colleges with special offers
for an ‘occupational road’ to higher education skills (see Chapter 3).
Finland represents an interesting case on this theme. In contrast to Denmark
and Norway, where the occupational principle and the emphasis on transition from lower to higher education for broadly-skilled skilled workers have
been the ideal, the Finnish solution was to establish a polytechnic education
at university level, recruiting students from both vocational and general upper
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secondary education (Virolainen, 2015). This solution fits well into the transformation of vocational education, with a relatively strong emphasis on general
subjects and an orientation towards developing a broader spectrum of skills,
but with narrower expectations as regards trades. If these changes towards more
hybrid and superficial skills learnt in VET and a more applied education of
engineers are reflections of, or will lead to, changes of division of labour in the
workplace between engineers and workers remains an open question. Thus far
it seems that the Finnish students in this sector also do not show strong interest
in higher education. Of Finnish students (during the period 2007–2012) with a
school-based carpenter’s qualification, around 5 percent are found in the polytechnics while less than 1 percent of students continue to traditional science
universities (Virolainen, 2015).
The Finnish development of polytechnic education can be interpreted as a
response to the second discourse mentioned above – the idea of a general need
for competence at a higher educational level. Swedish politics, on the other
hand, are much more strongly influenced by the first discourse (until 2011; see
below), emphasising equality and life-long learning. In Finland, the focus is on
the need for engineers.
In Sweden, while transitions to higher education have particularly grown in
female-dominated upper secondary school VET programmes (see Chapters 3
and 6), such transitions have remained low in the construction programme;
between 3 and 7 percent during the period 1996–2011 (Persson Thunqvist and
Hallqvist, 2014). Since the latest (2011) upper secondary school reform, VET
students must attend optional courses to secure access to higher education.
In the building and construction programme, only 20–21 percent of students
complete these courses, and transitions to higher education have been remarkably low in recent years (Skolverket, 2017). These patterns are comparable with
Denmark, where the rate of progression from VET to higher education in the
construction sector is lower than in other sectors (Damvad, 2013). Carpenters,
who enrol in programmes at the tertiary level, are concentrated in a few programmes at the bachelor (3½-year) and sub-bachelor (2-year) level, which are
directly accessible for some students after completing a VET programme.
All in all, despite formal options supporting transitions from VET to higher
education, such transitions have been low in VET for construction work in
all four Nordic countries. As we discuss further in the next section, the popularity of carpentry education among young people is not so much related to
the opportunities afforded for higher education, as it is to the opportunity to
work practically and to develop occupational skills and vocational identities in
a respectable field of work (Damvad, 2013).

Esteem and social inclusion
While education for construction work might have quite a low prestige in the
context of the general educational hierarchy (see Chapter 4), as indicated above,
these programmes have high esteem in terms of their strong labour market
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value. It is important to foreground such qualities, connected to the occupational principle and vocational identities, in current discussions about the
esteem of VET, since the focus nowadays is largely on the disparity of esteem
between vocational education and general education (e.g. Billett, 2014).
Measured in numbers of students, building and construction is one of the
most popular VET programmes among men in all four countries. And within
this programme the carpentry track is the most popular in Denmark, Norway
and Sweden. In the Danish report, carpentry is characterized as a ‘trendy trade’,
which is also shown in a high level of competition between students for training placements. In Sweden, the interest in carpentry education is so strong that
school organisers and teachers must redirect students to other trades within the
construction sector. The numbers of applicants fell relatively clearly in Norway
after the recession hit the country in 2014; but the numbers increased again
only three years after, in 2017.
Number of applicants can give an indication of esteem, but only in to some
extent. A training programme may generally be acknowledged as a good and
respectable education without being ascribed a high position on the scale of
occupational status. A programme that is easily accessible, for example, may
be seen as belonging to a lower level of esteem. Looking at the accessibility of the building and construction programmes in the Nordic countries, we
can see some differences. In Norway, applicants do not need high grades to
enter the BC programme because the number of applicants is lower than the
available places (the programme is the most ‘undersubscribed’ among VET
programmes). In Finland, on the other hand, there seems to be competition
among applicants. Whether this is caused by too few places or too many good
students is unclear. According to the Danish report, carpentry students have
higher grade averages from primary school than students in the bricklaying and
painters’ programmes – or in the health programmes – but lower than those in
the electricians’ programme. In Sweden the grade average among people who
enter the BC programme has remained slightly lower than among VET students generally (Högberg, 2009) and significantly lower than among students
on HE preparatory programmes since the latest (2011) upper secondary school
reform (Skolverket, 2017). With these differences in mind, the overall picture is
that the building and construction programmes are popular but also relatively
easily accessed.
This picture corresponds to the picture established through other projects
(see i.e. Olsen and Reegård, 2013) and through general information about
this field of VET. Very often when this picture is presented it comes with an
implicit or explicit assessment of the programmes as a whole, how demanding
they are and what kind of students they suit. Through such assessments we
often find ideas of esteem for the programmes or for the occupations within
the programmes.
This was, for example, clearly conveyed in the narratives of some of the
students in the Swedish case study. From their own experience and in their
own understanding, the BC programme is popular because one does not need
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high grades to access the programme and it is generally undemanding. Similar
ideas and understandings can be found among teachers and school councillors in lower secondary schools. According to the report from the Norwegian
case study, based on much secondary research on this point (see i.e. Olsen and
Reegård, 2013), weak and less-motivated students are often advised to apply for
building and construction. This kind of ideas and practice can even give rise to
a general view, as conveyed by some Danish actors worrying about the future of
VET, who hold that very often young people with social problems are ‘forced
into vocational schools’.
If we sharpen the focus of the picture, however, we find that these programmes contain students with a wide range of educational capabilities, motivations and general learning strengths. There are students with high grade
averages, and there are those with very low. There are highly motivated students and there are many less motivated. This is not new, and both teachers and
employers in traditional VET programmes like building and construction have
long experience in handling the differences. A common motivation and perspective on their own education among the different student groups has been
found, in an interest in leaving classroom learning to experience practical work
and learning. Above all, there has been a strong motivation for ‘coming out into
working life’. On this basis teachers and trainers have been able to build their
work and adapt teaching to different students.
Some students can quickly engage independently in school workshops. Others need more help and attention. Some develop quickly into budding young
craftsmen and women. Others need more time. But teachers as well as trainers
have also seen many times, as the Norwegian case study indicates, how young
students who start with no specific interest or knowledge of a specific occupation, with little motivation for learning and perhaps with a lot of social problems acquired as ‘baggage’ from life outside school, can develop an occupational
interest, practical skills and enough confidence to apply for apprenticeships in
specific trades during the first year of vocational school. Firms certainly want
the best and most motivated candidates. Still there are well-known observations
of how firms may employ apprentices with a general weak school record, but
with sufficient evidence of skills or attitudes that fruitful apprenticeship training
can be built on. And there are observations of how students – also those with
such weak records – have developed during their apprenticeships to become
proud and capable young craftsmen (see Olsen et al., 2014).
These experiences tell us about the strength of vocational education based
on occupational skills and identities when it comes to socialisation and social
integration. It particularly emphasises the role of training and inclusion in the
world of work, based on the occupational principle and collective regulations. In a way, they also enable an alternative understanding of the question of
esteem. High esteem in occupational trades need not necessarily be decided by
recruitment to VET programmes. VET programmes and learning trajectories
may well enable those who are considered to be weak learners to become good
craftsmen and women. Esteem is therefore very much decided by the strength
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of the craft and the character of the training programme. This brings us back to
the challenges – not to say to the threats – to the programmes of VET within
building and construction from the changes of labour market and work organisation that we have seen in the last few decades.

Conclusion
Building and construction constitutes a critical case for the future of VET in
several respects. First, this chapter indicates the drama between continuity and
changes. In all four Nordic countries, several craft occupations in the building
and construction industry have kept some of their artisan character, reproduced
by forms of collective skill formation systems and tightly embedded in Nordic
labour market relations. As we have shown, however, a major question today is
how collective skill formation systems in the Nordic construction sectors will
be able to cope with the profound contemporary transformations in the labour
market towards increased industrialisation, liberalisation, and labour migration,
as well as technological changes. As VET systems in the Nordic countries are
quite different, as shown throughout the book, we might perhaps have expected
to find greater differences in the VET programmes for building and construction work across the four countries too. It is interesting to note, however, that
Denmark, Norway and even Sweden’s school-based VET system have converged on partly similar responses to the current challenges in contemporary
working life. While the chapter has highlighted many specific significant differences regarding VET regulations and the composition of school-based education and apprenticeship, overall it is the similarities which are most striking
within this picture.
Second, the integration of initial VET within national educational systems
also means that VET targeting building and construction work must balance
several, partly competing, institutionalised goals. In addition to providing occupational socialisation and access to skilled employment, educational programmes
directed towards construction work are also expected to support progression
within national education systems, including access to higher education, and
to promote goals of social inclusion and diversity. In all four countries, strong
relationships between VET and the labour market in construction work tend
to support smooth transitions to the labour market, but transition to universities remain rather modest in all four countries. Weak connections in practice to
academic traditions and to higher education risk decreasing the status of VET.
At the same time, as have been shown, VET programmes have given large
groups of young people a good and relevant training for relative well esteemed
occupations, introduced them to well-paid jobs and integrated them into well
recognised craft/labour communities. True, the social group in these programmes have predominantly been young working-class males. And in this
sense, these programmes have not been very successful in the task of increasing
equality and in including women and broader social groups. Today one may
also look for the ability to include young people across ethnic divides. Indeed,
building and construction is less heterogeneous in terms of ethnicity and gender
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by comparison with, for example, health care (see Chapter 6). Acknowledging
these challenges, we will conclude by underlining the traditional significance
of these programmes in their role of preparing broad groups – well and not so
well performing (male) students – for esteemed occupations and skilled jobs in
what we should not forget are well-regulated labour markets. Overall, this has
proved the relevance of choosing building and construction for a closer look at
today’s challenges for Nordic VET.

Note
1 These are the following: Andersen and Jørgensen (2015), Case Study of Carpenter Education in Denmark; Olsen and Hagen Tønder (2015), Case Study – Building and Construction in Norwegian VET with Focus on its Largest Trade, Carpenters; Persson Thunqvist
and Hallqvist (2015), Case Study, the Building and Construction Programme in Sweden;
Virolainen (2015), IVET for Construction Workers (Carpenters) in Finland.
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8	Learning from vocational
education and training
in the Nordic countries
Christian Helms Jørgensen

Introduction
There is an increasing diversity of demands on VET from policy-makers, the
labour market, young people and other stakeholders. This is demonstrated in
the examinations in the preceding chapters of the key challenges for the Nordic
VET systems. The demands include the requirement to deliver specific vocational skills at a high level in order to support the competitiveness of business,
to prepare students for higher education and life-long learning and to simultaneously include disadvantaged young people and have them complete upper
secondary education. In addition, increasing pressure on VET arises from the
profound changes in the social, political and economic order in which VET
is embedded. These include the Europeanisation of the labour markets and of
education policy, the shrinking of the youth labour markets, the increasingly
diverse background of the students in VET, the shift towards a knowledge
economy, and the shift from welfare states towards workfare states (Kananen,
2014). Because of this multiplicity of political demands and external changes,
VET is encountering an increasing number of diverse and even contradictory
challenges. The general focus of this chapter is to examine what can be learned
from reforms in order to manage these challenges in the Nordic countries.
A specific interest is to explore the interdependence of the challenges for VET
and the reform initiatives to manage them.
The preceding chapters have shown that there seems to be a policy trade-off
between the two main aims for VET, i.e. providing access to skilled employment and providing access to higher education. Previously, VET had the more
unambiguous purpose of preparing young people for work. Following the
transition from mass higher education to universal access (Marginson, 2017), it
has become urgent for VET to offer eligibility for higher education to avoid
VET appearing as a ‘dead end’ in the education system. The growing academic
drift of young people in recent decades has been followed by a declining enrolment of young people in initial VET in Sweden and Denmark. Also in Norway
since 2006, a declining share of the 16-year-olds choose VET, though the number of has apprenticeships remained stable. This is often explained by the low
permeability from VET to higher education, especially from the apprenticeship
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system in Denmark, and since the reform in 2011, also from the Swedish VET
system. However, in the Danish and Norwegian VET systems, where workbased training placements make up a large part of the programmes, it is difficult
to prepare for higher education and at the same time provide direct access to
skilled employment. In the mainly full-time school-based VET systems of Finland and Sweden, which have given priority to preparing for higher education,
it is difficult to give direct access to the skilled labour market. An indicator of
this is the post-secondary system of apprenticeships that is controlled by the
labour market partners in Sweden, separate from the state-led gymnasium, as
described in Chapter 6.
These are key examples of contradictory aims for VET that represent dilemmas for policy-makers and the professionals in VET. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 in this
volume demonstrate how the four Nordic VET systems have managed these
challenges in different ways. This chapter explores how these key challenges for
VET are interrelated and the consequences this entanglement has for policy.
First, this is analysed in relation to the egalitarian aims of the Nordic model of
education based on examination of major reforms of VET in Sweden and Denmark, the two Nordic VET systems that come closest to a state-led model and
an apprenticeship model. Next, the chapter explores the wider configuration of
trade-offs for policy, which constitutes the general policy architecture for VET
in the Nordic countries. In contrast to the purer Swedish and Danish systems
of statist and collective skills formation, the ‘mixed’ VET system of Norway and
Finland are examined in relation to managing the common challenges. This
leads to considerations of what can be learned from the Nordic VET systems.
Lastly, the chapter sketches some likely future scenarios for the Nordic VET
systems.

VET in the Nordic model of education
The first volume of the two books in this series (Michelsen and Steenström,
2018) examines the historical background to the current configuration of challenges for VET. In the first decades after 1945, a primary aim of VET was to
provide young people with the skills required for skilled employment. This
included socialisation, disciplining and enculturation of young people into the
occupational community and culture through work-based training. VET was
mainly an institution in the labour market for the coordination and certification of the employers’ training of the upcoming generations of skilled workers.
In addition to this, the aims of social integration, inclusion and socialisation
were given priority by the state during periods of economic downturn. The
municipalities initiated school-based systems of VET to accommodate vulnerable groups of unemployed youths. However, these programmes often had
weak connections to the labour market and low involvement of the employers.
The ‘social question’ and the inclusion of young people in society has been
a central aim for Nordic VET policy from the early years, from the foundation of the modern VET systems until today (Telhaug et al., 2006; Stolz and
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Gonon, 2012). When youth unemployment has been high, the issue of social
inclusion has been given priority. However, this aim has had to compete with
other aims, not least the aim of meeting skills requirements in the labour market. Moreover, the meaning of social inclusion has changed. In the 1950s, the
political interest was on including the large youth cohorts in the labour market
and on meeting the skills requirements of the expanding production system
(Michelsen and Stenström, 2018). In the 1960s, VET was criticised for including young people in society only as manpower, not as active democratic citizens. The specialised VET programmes were seen as serving narrow business
interests, and tying the students to a specific occupation (Lundahl, 1997).
The reforms of the 1970s widened the aims of VET and increased the extent
of the general subjects in the curricula of the Nordic VET systems. VET was
required to provide broader forms of inclusion in the political and cultural life
of society, similar to the upper secondary programmes preparing for higher
education. The early division of young people into separate general and vocational tracks was criticised for maintaining and reproducing class-based social
inequalities (Arnesen and Lundahl, 2006). The policy emphasis shifted from
skills provision and social inclusion to citizenship and social equality in education. Students from VET should no longer be excluded from gaining access to
higher education. All the Nordic countries took steps to include the diverse and
specialised VET programmes in a unified upper secondary school, although the
outcomes of these initiatives differed. The aims were realised most consistently
by the Social Democratic governments in Sweden, while upper secondary education in Denmark preserved a system of early selection and strong tracking.
The timing of the shifts in policy differed between the Nordic countries
(Blossing et al., 2014; Antikainen, 2010). However, in all countries the purpose
of VET in the political discourse shifted once again after the economic crises
in the decades after the 1970s. As the youth unemployment rates increased
strongly, VET was seen as a solution to the threat of marginalisation of a large
group of young people who had difficulties gaining access to the labour market.
As a consequence, the demand for social equality in access to higher education
gave way to the demand for social inclusion of early school leavers and disadvantaged youth. Reforms focused on having all VET students complete their
education and on supporting their transition to employment. In Sweden and
Finland, this was done by extending periods of internships or apprenticeship
programmes.
The current political definition of the key challenge for VET has shifted
once again. Today, the attention of policy-makers is on the growing shortage of skilled labour and the declining enrolment of VET in Norway, Sweden
and Denmark. The decreasing number of young people choosing VET today
is not sufficient to meet future demands, when large cohorts of skilled workers leave the labour market in the years ahead. Consequently, a key concern
among the stakeholders in VET is how to increase the attractiveness of VET
in order to encourage more students to enrol. This has been pursued in Denmark, for example, by a reform in 2014 that excludes low performing students
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from access to VET and extends the opportunities for progression to higher
education.
All the Nordic countries have combined the aims of including disadvantaged
youth in VET and of reducing social inequalities in education. However, the
brief outline above indicates shifts over time between giving priority to the
integration of young people in the labour market, and giving priority to reducing social inequalities by widening the access to higher education. In addition
to the shifts in political priorities over time, reforms in the four countries have
given different priority to these aims. The following section examines two
critical experiences of policies for achieving social equality and inclusion in
VET in Sweden and Denmark, which represent the most diverse VET systems.
The examination of how these two challenges are connected, demonstrates
the limits to the egalitarian education policy resulting from the unintended
consequences of these policies. The cases also demonstrate the interrelations
and trade-offs between different policy goals related to the Nordic model of
education. In both cases, the reform experiences have subsequently resulted in
significant shifts in policy.
Equivalence of general and vocational education in Sweden

Swedish VET is an interesting case, as it has been the most consistent and
successful in pursuing the Nordic idea of the comprehensive upper secondary school, with equivalence of the general and vocational programmes. Since
the 1960s, reforms of VET in Sweden, like in the other Nordic countries, was
driven by two closely connected objectives. One aim was to provide highly
skilled manpower to meet the requirements in the labour market. The other
was to promote social justice and equality of opportunities for all, with a redistributive aim. This can be seen as a core feature of the Social Democratic
strategy to use the state to develop a competitive form of ‘egalitarian capitalism’
(Thelen, 2014; Brandal et al., 2013). The rapid growth of general and higher
education in the 1960s was followed by demands for social equality and for a
widening of access to higher education. In this period, the question of social
inclusion was not urgent, as industrial growth and the expansion of public sector employment offered many opportunities for women and young people and
other newcomers to the labour market.
In the educational reforms in the 1970s that integrated the vocational and
the general programmes of upper secondary education, the two political objectives of social inclusion and social equality, appeared fully compatible. Both
aims were pursued by the reforms that made the VET programmes broader
and increased the share of general subjects. This strengthened the connection
of VET to higher education, and it simultaneously provided the broad skills and
the flexibility that were considered essential for the continuous adaptation of
labour to the shifting requirements in the labour market. Especially in Sweden,
little significance was attributed to specific vocational qualifications, as they
were considered to be short-lived and of little relevance to the export oriented
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businesses. Apprenticeships were abandoned in the 1960s, as they were associated with social selection, exploitation and low quality of training. The reformers of education, including the labour unions, had little trust in the value of
work-based learning. In addition, the expansion of the general subjects in VET
was meant to increase the attractiveness of VET and support the development
of the students as democratic citizens (Lundahl, 1997).
The reform of VET in Sweden in 1970 established a unified upper secondary school (gymnasium) that included the formerly separate vocational institutions and programmes. The reform represented a major step towards extending
the comprehensive school to the upper secondary level. The vocational programmes became full-time school-based and were brought closer to the general programmes. New programmes were established in sectors dominated by
women (health, social work, administration). Following the reform, the share
of young people enrolling in upper secondary education increased significantly
(Murray and Sundin, 2008). The reform succeeded in raising the esteem of
VET, measured by the enrolment levels in the vocational programmes. However, significant differences persisted between the academic and the vocational
programmes. The vocational programmes were primarily designed to prepare
youths for the labour market and did not provide access to higher education.
The vocational programmes were shorter and had lower esteem than the general programmes that prepared students for further study. Moreover, the two
types of programmes had different school cultures and recruited from different
social groups (Nylund, 2013).
With a reform in 1991, the Swedish government took a major step further
to realise the comprehensive upper secondary school. The reform prolonged
the vocational programmes from two to three years and expanded the theoretical and academic content in the programmes. As a consequence, all students
in upper secondary education were expected to obtain eligibility for higher
education. Based on earlier experiences of integrating lower secondary education, this was meant to reduce the social selection in higher education enrolment. However, after implementing the reform, the non-completion rate in
the vocational programmes rose dramatically from 10% to over 30% (Table 8.1)
(Pettersson, 2006; Hall, 2012). The explanation for this dramatic increase is
debated, as a number of policy measures were implemented simultaneously
(Nylund, 2013; Svensson, 2007). One of the main reasons was that a number
of core academic subjects and the volume of these subjects were extended in
all the vocational programmes. In particular, some of the disadvantaged and
academically weak students failed in these subjects (Murray and Sundin, 2008).
Table 8.1 Increase in non-completion rate in the VET programmes after the reform in 1991
Year

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

Non-completion
rate, pct.

8.8

11

13.7

19.9

27.1

30.6

33.2

31.2

34.4

Source of data: Pettersson, 2006, p. 189.
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Moreover, as the vocational programmes were broad and only preparatory
for employment, it became more difficult to gain access to employment for
students who entered the labour market after upper secondary school. This was
aggravated by the serious economic crisis that hit Sweden in the early 1990s.
At the same time, a principle of individual choice was introduced for upper
secondary schools and the schools were decentralised, so that responsibility was
devolved to the municipalities. This decentralisation and liberalisation tended
to increase the social differences between the schools and inside the schools
(Lundahl, et al., 2013; Englund and Quennerstedt, 2008).
The consequences of the reform in 1991 has been debated. The reform succeeded in raising the academic level of education of the students who started
the vocational programmes. However, contrary to what was expected, the share
of students progressing to higher education did not increase after the reform.
Nor did it raise the measured levels of democratic citizenship of the students
(Persson and Oscarsson, 2009). Svensson (2001) emphasises the effects of
a change of the grading system that took place concurrently with the 1991
reform. This change helps to explain the strong increase in the share of students
who did not complete their programme after the reform of VET (Nylund,
2013). In a study of the consequence of the 1991 reform, Hall (2012) concludes
that especially male VET students with low grades from compulsory school
had an increased risk of unemployment after dropping out. Murray and Sundin
(2008) finds that this is especially the case for those who dropped out in the
first two years of the extended programmes. Olofsson (2005) emphasises the
negative consequences of the academisation of upper secondary education for
youths from non-academic families. Due to the increasing emphasis on preparation for higher education, the direct link between the VET programmes and
the labour market in Sweden was weakened. Half of the students in the vocational programmes did not gain eligibility for higher education, and for them
the gap from upper secondary school to the labour market had widened. The
1991 reform demonstrates that the aim of social equality regarding enrolment
in higher education had endangered another vital ideal of the Nordic model,
social inclusion and full employment, especially for young people. The reform
had negative consequences for the most disadvantaged students with low socioeconomic background.
The reform in 1991 demonstrated that realisation of the Swedish comprehensive upper secondary school failed to fulfil the meritocratic promise of
a society, where access to elite positions should depend on talent and effort
in education, not on the students’ social background. The upper secondary
school is still quite segregated with regard to the social and gender composition of its students in the two types of programmes, general and vocational (Svensson, 2001). Various explanations for the persistent inequalities
have been proposed. The Social Democratic governments ruled through a
state that was dominated by the traditional academic elite, which successfully
resisted the implementation of the egalitarian policies (Rothstein, 1996). More
important is it that the social and cultural resources that children bring into
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the education system from their social backgrounds differ significantly, which
continues to influence their educational attainment and careers. Although the
Swedish school system is a non-selective system and based on the principle
of mixed ability classes, informal tracking with a substantial social gradient is
nevertheless common (Ramberg, 2014; Rudolphi and Erikson, 2016). The
curriculum of the vocational programmes does not offer the same opportunities for critical thinking and citizenship as the general programmes (Nylund,
2013). The differentiated teaching practices and peer group effects in these
programmes tend to maintain or increase the inequalities that students bring
into the school form their social background (Gamoran, 2010). The unintended outcomes of the reform of VET in 1991 was one of the reasons for
a shift in policy in Sweden with the reform in 2011, which gave priority to
social inclusion and employability.
The Danish reforms to improve social inclusion in VET

The Nordic Social Democratic Parties have opposed the division of students and favoured a comprehensive upper secondary school because of the
negative effects for social equality of early selection in education. In Denmark however, even the left-wing political parties in Denmark have supported an apprenticeship system organised separately from the gymnasiums.
A key argument is that the apprenticeship model is very efficient at facilitating young peoples’ transition from school to work, and at including a large
group of young people who failed in elementary school (see Chapter 2).
The vocational schools are inclusive because they offer an alternative learning environment to the ‘bookish’ upper secondary schools. They recognise
young people, not as students, but as craftspersons-to-be, and through apprenticeship they become participants in a community of adult skilled workers
( Jørgensen, 2013b). The vocational students who gain access to a training
contract, become well-integrated into the labour market during the programme, because two thirds of the time is organised as work-based training.
After the completion of an apprenticeship, the students have high employment rates, as the majority continue as ordinary employees in the training
company, similar to the situation in Norway.
The Danish apprenticeship model of VET is in stark contrast to the ideals
of the Nordic model of education and the comprehensive school. The early
tracking associated with this model, diverts young people from higher education, as apprenticeships do not provide eligibility for higher education. However, apprenticeships are socially inclusive, especially for young people who do
not thrive in the academically oriented school system. They are offered not
just an upper secondary education, but also access to skilled employment, if
they complete an apprenticeship. Observing that globalisation has a particularly
adverse effect on employees with low skill levels, the Nordic governments have
been increasingly concerned about the share of young people not in education, employment or training (the NEET group) since the 1980s. As a response,
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they have set targets that all young people must complete an upper secondary
education.
In 1993, the Danish government set the target that by 2015, 95% of a youth
cohort should complete an upper secondary education. The political initiatives
to reach that goal have mainly focused on the VET system, which historically
has been very effective at making non-privileged youth and early school leavers complete an upper secondary education and get access to occupational
employment and career opportunities (see Chapter 2). The political initiatives
to include young people from the NEET-group in VET have shifted from
the early 1990s until today. In the 1990s, the emphasis was on measures to
make the VET system more inclusive and motivating for disadvantaged youth.
From the mid-1990s, the active labour market policy (ALMP) has focused
specifically on young people. Since then, a range of policy initiatives have
been implemented to make more young people start and complete a VET
programme. VET policy has increasingly become integrated with employment
policy and social policy. In addition, these policies have shifted from offering
supportive and ‘soft’ measures for disadvantaged students, to ‘tough’ requirements and coercive measures to direct young people into education and training ( Juul and Jørgensen, 2011).
This can be seen as a consequence of the shift from the universal, Nordic
type of welfare state towards a social investment state, emphasising workfare
over passive welfare provisions (Kananen, 2014). The emphasis is no longer on
social security for youths that are unable to support themselves, but on measures to make them employable (Christiansen and Petersen, 2001). In Denmark,
this policy includes the reduction of the level of financial support, the tightening of the requirements for being entitled to benefits and the introduction of
tougher sanctions (Kananen, 2014). Since 2009, a series of ‘youth packages’ have
imposed stricter requirements on young people to be in education, training or
employment. The Youth Counselling Centres (UU) have the obligation to
track ‘dropouts’, and they can punish parents financially if their children, under
the age of 18, do not follow their education plan. The latest reform of social
security in 2013 extended the requirements to complete an upper secondary
education to all unemployed youth below the age of 30 years. Compared to
Finland and Sweden, youth activation in Denmark relies much more on training (Tosun et al., 2017). The activation policy (ALMP) has contributed to making almost all young people enrol in upper secondary education, especially in
VET. However, at the same time, the dropout rate in vocational education has
increased. Due to the ALMP, a growing number of disadvantaged students have
enrolled in vocational schools. Many of the students activated into VET are
early school leavers, have low grades from basic school, parents with low levels
of education, broken families, psycho-social problems and drug problems, etc.
( Jørgensen, 2016). This recruitment pattern has contributed to increasing the
dropout rate in VET since the mid-1990s (Table 8.2).
Consequently, since 2007, policy-makers have required that the vocational
schools make yearly ‘retention plans’ and set goals for increasing the retention
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Table 8.2 Drop-out rate from VET basic course in Denmark
Year

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Drop-out 4.0
rate,
percent

5.3

6.0

9.6

16.6 20.5 19.8 23.0 24.3 26.1 27.0 27.1 27.9 25.9

Source of data: Munk, 2011.

rates. To support these goals, the schools offer individual guidance, psychological counselling, mentoring, coaching, contact-teachers, free school meals
etc. The effect of these measures has been very limited, and the total non-
completion rate in VET has remained at a high level of around 50% (total of
basic and main courses) ( Jørgensen, 2016).
This policy to improve social inclusion in VET resulted in a crisis for the
VET system. The high drop-out rates from VET and the biased social composition of the students seriously reduced the esteem of the VET system. For
that reason, the enrolment in VET from the basic school decreased significantly, which caused political concern, because of a predicted future shortage
of skilled workers. The employer organisations strongly opposed the government’s use of VET for social policy purposes. They have repeatedly criticised the weak motivation and the low standards of the students in VET. The
employers’ supply of training placements has decreased, and the share of students in compensatory school-based training centres has continued to grow
(Chapter 5). These unintended consequences of the policy for social inclusion
in VET resulted in a reform in 2014, which ended 20 years of policies for
social inclusion in VET.
The reform shifted the political priority from social inclusion to the provision of highly skilled labour to the labour market. The reform introduced
admission requirements based on the students’ grades in basic school. The aim
was to redirect students from the gymnasiums and from higher education to
VET. While the targets for enrolment in higher education had been raised a few
years earlier, now the number of study places in higher education was reduced,
and graduate unemployment was seen as a major problem. In order to raise the
esteem of VET, the VET reform introduced new talent streams and high-level
courses with the aim of attracting more high-performing students. In addition,
all programmes were required to offer a new hybrid programme (eux) that
offers eligibility for higher education, as well as a journeyman’s certificate in
order to neutralise the image of VET as a ‘dead end’ in the education system
(see Chapter 5).
The apprenticeship model of VET in Denmark has been very efficient at
including disadvantaged youth and at bringing them into employment. However, when the governments made social inclusion a major purpose for VET
from the mid-1990s, the VET system became less attractive for young people
and for training companies. The resulting high drop-out rates and the decreasing
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enrolment rates of students was seen as imminent threats for the future of the
Danish VET system, which brought about the reform in 2014.

A trade-off between social inequality and social inclusion
The two Nordic cases examined above demonstrate the tension in VET policies between the aims of social inclusion and equality in education. Both aims
are key elements of the egalitarian Nordic model of education and were seen
as highly compatible in the comprehensive upper secondary school. It was a
key assumption in the reforms of VET in the 1970–90s and onwards in all four
countries, that the value of specific vocational skills was declining, and that
general and generic qualifications were essential for flexibility and adaptability
to the changing requirements of the labour market. Consequently, merging
VET into a unified upper secondary school would simultaneously improve its
relevance for the labour market and improve the links to higher education. The
learning of specific vocational skills was seen as the responsibility of the training companies under the supervision of the labour market organisations after
completion of upper secondary education (Olofsson, 2005).
The Nordic model of education, as it was realised in Sweden, is governed
by the state and has weak links to the labour market. It offers all students the
opportunity to gain eligibility to higher education, if they manage to complete
it. However, less than half of those who completed a vocational programme in
2016 gained eligibility for higher education (Skolverket, 2017, p. 31). Many
of them only achieve broad and preparatory qualifications for employment.
Therefore, the Swedish VET system has become associated with difficult transitions to employment and high rates of youth unemployment (Olofsson, 2005).
Following the unification of the upper secondary comprehensive school in
Sweden, VET lost some of its qualities as a distinct alternative to the general
programmes. VET became more academic and the school-based programmes
mainly offered a student identity, rather than a vocational identity. The reform
in 1991 gave priority to preparing all students for higher education, but made
VET less attractive and less supportive for students who were not aiming for
higher education, but for skilled employment. This trade-off for VET, between
providing access to higher education and to skilled employment, was demonstrated again by the reform in 2011. This reform shifted the priority to focus on
providing employability and it reduced the priority of academic qualifications.
Because of the reform, VET came to appear as an option for the less ambitious
students and both the esteem of VET and the enrolment of young people
dropped significantly.
The Danish situation during the same period also demonstrates the tradeoff between social inclusion in VET and high esteem of VET. In Denmark,
the apprenticeship model was preserved and modernised. While this model
is highly socially selective and diverts students away from higher education, it
also offers direct access to skilled employment for large groups of young people
who do not thrive in a bookish school environment. Because of this quality,
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Danish governments made extensive use of VET for social policy purposes
to include early school leavers and youth from the NEET group. This policy
had serious negative effects for the esteem of VET. Employers’ commitment to
train the VET students diminished, as did the enrolment of ambitious and high
performing students. As a result, the vocational schools appeared increasingly as
institutions for social policy, rather than as an attractive route to highly skilled
employment.
The Danish and Norwegian VET systems demonstrate that a significant
group of young people in upper secondary schools, who do not thrive in a
‘bookish’ learning environment, can be engaged in vocational and work-related
activities, and can be recognised as a coming-to-be craftsperson in a workplace
community ( Jørgensen, 2013b). Organising work-based learning in a separate
vocational track with its own quality has a positive effect on these students’
transition to employment. However, international research shows that tracking
and streaming of students tends to reduce intergenerational mobility and social
equality (Pfeffer, 2008; Brunello and Checchi, 2007). A variety of explanations
for this negative effect has been demonstrated, among them the differentiationpolarisation effect (Hillyard, 2010). This effect entails that the division of students into different classes, programmes and schools tends to increase the initial
differences in students’ performance. The increasing differences between the
students are the result of the differences in teachers’ expectations, teaching
styles and curriculum in different tracks (Gamoran, 2010). Another reason for
the polarising effect of tracking is the negative peer effects and the development of polarised attitudes among the students (van Houtte et al., 2012; Niemi
and Rosvall, 2013). Students in the high-ranking streams become motivated,
because they gain recognition and status, whereas students in the low-ranking
streams can develop an anti-school culture, when they do not feel recognised
and are even stigmatised by the schools (Oakes, 1985; Johansen and Aarseth,
2012). Consequently, a separate vocational track can improve the inclusion of
non-academic students, but reduce their opportunities for educational progression, because VET diverts them from higher education. Indications of
these trade-offs have been demonstrated in several comparative studies of VET
(Holm et al., 2013; Bol and Werfhorst, 2013).
In the formulation of Shavit and Müller (2000), VET offers a ‘safety net’ for
disadvantaged youth by reducing their risk of unemployment, but simultaneously diverts them from enrolling in higher education. This research demonstrates, in line with the two Nordic cases examined above, that the egalitarian
aim of the Nordic model of education has two dimensions (Table 8.3). One
stresses social equality in admission to the highest level of education, in order
to reduce the selective recruitment to the professional elite. In addition, this
dimension emphasises citizenship and the democratic ideals of education, which
have priority in the general programmes (Nylund, 2013). The other dimension
gives priority to the inclusion of all young people in education and emphasises
the capacity of work-based VET to help disadvantaged youth complete upper
secondary education and support their successful transition to employment. In
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Table 8.3 Trade-offs in the policy architecture for VET
Social inclusion of disadvantaged youth
Prepare for skilled employment
Mainly based on work-based learning
Employability: integration in work-life and
an occupational community
Responsive to labour market requirements
Vocational values: priority of vocational
skills
Standardised programmes, transparent
pathways
High stratification – tracking and streaming
Occupational standardisation
Centralised regulation of VET
Early choice of specific occupation

Social equality in access to higher education
Prepare for higher education
Mainly based on school-based learning
Citizenship: integration in democratic
society
Responsive to students demands
Meritocratic values: priority of general
qualifications
Flexible programmes, individualised
pathways
Low stratification – mixed ability classes
Individualisation and modularisation
Decentralised regulation of VET
Postponed choice of specific occupation

other words, the egalitarian aims can be pursued in different ways by giving
priority to either the educational equality at the top, by widening the access
to higher education, or to social equality at the bottom, by including disadvantaged young people who are excluded due to high academic requirements.
Upper secondary VET plays a key role in attaining these egalitarian aims,
because VET can include disadvantaged youth and offer an alternative progression route to higher education for youths from families with low levels of
education. However, these two aims are difficult to combine. This is indicated
firstly by the reforms to achieve the aims of equality in Sweden and inclusion
in Denmark, and secondly by the counter-reforms that gave priority to one
aim at the cost of the other. The Swedish reform of 2011 shifted the priority
to employability at the cost of eligibility for higher education, and the Danish reform in 2014 gave priority to high esteem at the cost of social inclusion.
These trade-offs are central elements in the common policy architecture for
VET that we have examined in this book (Table 8.3). Chapters 2 and 3 of this
book contain a more in-depth examination of why these aims are conflicting
and difficult to combine. The next section further examines how these tensions
are connected to some additional trade-offs for VET policy.

Configurations of trade-offs for VET
Our studies and comparisons of the Nordic VET systems have revealed a
variety of common policy measures that have contradictory effects for social
inclusion and equality. Measures that attract and include some students tend to
exclude others. As indicated in Table 8.3, key measures constitute trade-offs
for policy, because the pursuit of one aim conflicts with other political aims for
VET. This does not imply that they are entirely incompatible, but that there
are inherent tensions between the pursuit of these aims. The trade-offs in the
table are interrelated, as indicated by their position in the two columns. The
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way one trade-off is managed has implications for other trade-offs. The various conceptual models of VET in the literature (Greinert, 1999; Gonon, 2016)
represent characteristic configurations of these trade-offs. In our studies of the
Nordic VET systems, the qualities in the left-hand column are often combined,
as are the qualities in the right-hand column. However, we have also found that
qualities from the left and right side can be combined.
In addition to the trade-offs between social inclusion and social equality
examined above, a number of additional trade-offs from our study are examined in the following. They concern the trade-offs between standardisation
and individualisation, between centralisation and decentralisation, and between
early and postponed organisation of educational choice and specialisation.
The trade-off between standardisation and individualisation of the VET
programmes has become important, as policy measures in all four countries
have extended the students’ opportunities for choice and the tailoring of the
VET programmes to individual requirements. This policy is based on the belief
that the high dropout rates from VET are a result of the strong standardisation and the lack of flexibility in the organisation of the VET programmes.
Consequently, reforms of VET have aimed to increase the flexibility and the
scope for individual choice in the programmes. This view resonates with the
neo-liberal ideas that encourage marketisation in order to increase the quality
and efficiency of education (Imsen et al., 2016; Wiborg, 2013). In this view,
education should be more responsive to the demands of the labour market, on
the one hand, and on the other hand to the students, who in the neo-liberal
discourse are positioned as ‘customers’. This policy was promoted in opposition
to earlier Social Democratic policies to standardise and equalise the educational
provisions in order to reduce social and regional inequalities (Blossing et al.,
2014; Arnesen and Lundahl, 2006). The adaptation of education to individual
interests and requirements was believed to both improve the provision of highlevel programmes for ambitious students and to improve the retention of disadvantaged students, who do not fit into the standard programmes. Experience,
however, indicates that individualisation, like other forms of differentiation of
education, has multiple and contradictory consequences. Negative effects of
individualisation are seen in relation to the weakening of the vocational identity
and occupational profile of VET and the weakening of the social community in
VET. As described in Chapter 2, the role of the vocation is crucial for the students’ engagement and development of a vocational identity ( Jørgensen, 2013b)
This is illustrated by the major reform of VET in Denmark in 2000, which
introduced ‘the individual programme’ that was intended to tailor the teaching
to the requirements of the individual student. All VET programmes start with
the validation of the students’ prior learning, which forms the basis for the
design of a personalised programme for the first year of school-based courses.
This was expected to increase the retention of the students, but the drop-out
rates in VET continued to increase after the reform in 2000. The individual tailoring of the courses increased the retention of the most ambitious students, but
simultaneously weakened the social community around the individual student

Learning from vocational education 169

in the vocational schools. The vulnerable and unmotivated students found it
difficult to manage the fragmented course structure. Because of this, a new
reform in 2007 rolled back part of the individualisation and introduced more
structured courses ( Jørgensen, 2016).
The decentralisation of educational governance is another political initiative to increase the flexibility of VET in connection with the neo-liberal shift
in policy. Decentralisation forms part of the political objective of creating an
educational market, where schools compete to deliver services to students and
companies. This is intended to increase the efficiency and quality of the schools,
and to adjust the VET programmes to the requirements of the students and
the local labour markets. Increasing the opportunities for local and industryspecific adaptation of the VET programmes can help VET meet the diversified
demands and conditions among students and communities. This flexibility has
been an advantage for the Norwegian VET programmes that can be organised,
not only according to the 2+2 model, but also according to a 1+3 model to
make VET more attractive for youths who have grown tired of school. However,
increasing the diversity of the VET programmes weakens the national standardisation, which is crucial for the value of the certification of VET. Another
unintended consequence of decentralisation is that the differences between the
quality of the schools have increased. This is most evident in Sweden, where
the decentralisation of education has been most radical (Lundahl et al., 2013).
The students’ free choice of schools and the marketisation have resulted in an
increasing local and regional segmentation of schools, because resourceful families benefit most from free school choice (Lundahl and Olofsson, 2014).
Another policy issue with ambiguous consequences for inclusion and equality is the organisation of educational choice and specialisation in VET, as examined in Chapter 2. A central quality of the Nordic model of education is to
postpone the division and tracking of students in order to reduce the intergenerational transmission of inequality in education (Causa and Johansson, 2010).
However, many of the most disadvantaged students have a strong orientation
towards work and become demotivated in broad, school-based programmes.
That was the reason why the Danish reform in 2006 emphasised that the students should meet the specific occupation right from the start. However, most
students are not able to make a qualified choice between over 100 different
VET programmes when they start in a vocational school. This is one explanation for the policy oscillation in Denmark between broad and specific entrances
to VET ( Jørgensen, 2016). The Danish and the Norwegian VET system represent different solutions to this trade-off between offering the students hands-on
experiences with work in a specific occupation, and simultaneously introducing the students to a broader variety of occupations in the field. The ‘in-depth
study project’ in Norway (Chapter 2) is an example of a solution that postpones
tracking but offers early access to work-based training. This is leading us to the
last trade-off between school-based and work-based learning in VET, which
is connected to the tensions between general qualifications and specific vocational skills in VET.
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In the Social Democratic ideal of the comprehensive upper secondary
school, especially in Sweden, no significance was attached to specific vocational skills and in-company training. Work-based learning and apprenticeships
were associated with businesses’ interests in training for specific work functions.
Giving priority to general subjects, personal growth and social competencies
had the triple aim of developing citizenship, preparing for lifelong learning
and long-term employability and preparing for progression to higher levels of
education. This priority in policy resonates with a meritocratic ideal of social
equality through education, which has failed to deliver the promised equality
(Littler, 2018; Rothstein, 1996). During the last decade, reforms of VET have
turned around and given priority to work-based learning and vocational skills,
even in Sweden, for three reasons. First, internships and apprenticeships are
seen as decisive for students’ access to employment. Secondly, the workplace
is recognised as an important site for learning social skills, new technologies
and achieving a vocational identity. Thirdly, it is acknowledged that learning in
a workplace is an attractive alternative for many young people who are tired
of traditional school-based learning. However, as pointed to earlier, work-based
learning is associate with a variety of risks and weaknesses. These include the
risk of subordinating students’ learning to the demands of production and the
exploitation of the students’ cheap labour; the volatile supply of training placements and the employers’ selective hiring practices; the achievement of shortterm employability at the cost of long-term employment opportunities (Hampf
and Woessmann, 2017); and the improvement of employability at the cost of
eligibility for higher education.

The architecture for policy-making in VET
Above we have identified a variety of common challenges and trade-offs for
VET through studies of the key issues in political discourses and reforms across
the four countries. The trade-offs can be explained by the ambiguous position
of VET in a field of tensions between the state, the overall education system,
the labour market and the students in VET. This position involves pressures
from competing and contradictory interests of diverse stakeholders and interest
coalitions. Therefore, the organisation and the governing of the Nordic VET
systems is facing an increasing variety of challenges for policy. This condition
for policy-making has become critical because of the multiplication of political
aims for VET, and the competing objectives for VET in education policy, social
policy and employment policy. Reforms to manage one challenge and achieve
one objective influence the opportunities for achieving other objectives. They
represent trade-offs for policy. The total configuration of trade-offs in Table 8.3
constitutes the architecture for policy-making in the field of VET. We have
found that these basic trade-offs are common for the four Nordic VET systems,
like the trade-off between educational equality and social inclusion in VET.
These basic trade-offs provide a common framework for the comparison of the
VET systems in this book. The common trade-offs also provide an opportunity
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for policy learning. However, while the Nordic countries share the basic tradeoffs, the policies to manage them and the priorities of policy-makers have differed considerably. Due to historical differences in policies and outcomes, we
also find significant differences in the institutional structures of the national
VET systems. Because of these differences, attempts to borrow or transfer specific policy measures or institutions across VET systems are not likely to succeed, because measures have different effects in different institutional contexts.
The opportunities for policy learning are most obvious from the case-based
comparisons that provide a holistic understanding of the interrelatedness of the
different qualities of VET systems. This approach can improve policy-makers’
recognition of the internal tensions between different policy aims and between
the strengths and weaknesses of these systems. Because of these internal tensions, political interventions tend to have multiple and contradictory effects,
which tend not to be recognised by policy-makers.
Our studies of the four countries indicate that policy-makers are generally
occupied with managing the acute and current challenges for VET, as these are
defined by the main stakeholders in accordance with their interests and political convictions. By focusing strongly on one challenge, policy-makers tend to
ignore the implications of their initiatives for other challenges that appear as
less acute. By doing so, they unintentionally jeopardise the capacity of VET to
manage other objectives. The interventions contribute to solving one political
problem, while simultaneously creating or aggravating other problems for VET.
The unintended consequences of political initiatives can even overshadow the
intended aims, so that the overall consequences of the initiative turn out to be
negative.
In the examination of recent reforms of the Nordic VET systems in this
book, we have drawn attention to some of the unintended effects of political measures that emerge due to the interconnectedness of the challenges for
VET and the trade-offs for policy. Unawareness of the trade-offs can result
in policy oscillations, when the unintended negative consequences of policy
reforms result in new reforms to manage the harm inflicted by earlier reforms.
This was the case, for example, after the reform in 2000 in Denmark that radically individualised the programmes and contributed to increasing the dropout rates, contrary to the aim of the reform ( Jørgensen, 2016). Moreover,
because of the entanglement of the trade-offs for VET policy, there is a risk
that reforms can contribute to a chain of negative, self-reinforcing dynamics.
This was demonstrated in Chapter 4, where we found these dynamics in the
effects of policies for social inclusion that make VET appear as a measure for
social policy. While VET plays an important role as an alternative to academic
education, it is likely to reduce the esteem and attractiveness of VET among
young people, when VET is extensively used for activation of young people
from the NEET group. This tends to reduce the enrolment of ambitious
students and thus increases the concentration of academically weak and disadvantaged students in VET. A high proportion of disadvantaged students in
VET results in high drop-out rates, which weakens the social community in
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vocational schools and further reduces the esteem of VET. This process also
tends to reduce the employers’ engagement and willingness to supply training
placements, which might further increase the drop-out rate. Such a chain of
self-reinforcing effects and multi-causal events has been identified in the Danish VET system ( Jørgensen, 2016).
What can policy-makers learn from this? The first point is that VET policies
often include trade-offs that constitute dilemmas for policy due to multiple
and competing policy aims. Secondly, unobserved dilemmas tend to have unintended consequences, and these unintended consequences might undermine
the original intentions of the political initiative, or even aggravate the problem
addressed in the first place. Thirdly, the complexities and trade-offs require
reflexive policy-making. The policy-making process should include considerations and deliberations on the various potential unintended consequences of
policies, due to the way policies are interpreted and transformed by those who
are subjected to these policies. The dominant form of policy-making, which
addresses acute challenges one by one, involves the risk of being counter-
productive because of this complexity. Moreover, reforms that ignore the tradeoffs and potential contradictory effects, tend to have unintended consequences.
Therefore, instead of pursuing long-term aims, policy-makers become preoccupied with managing the unintended consequences of earlier initiatives, as a
recent study of reforms intended to reduce students’ dropout from the Danish
VET system has demonstrated ( Jørgensen, 2016).
This kind of policy-making is often inspired by international rankings and
ratings of the performance of education systems. This was also the case when
the Swedish government strengthened work-based learning in VET and implemented a new apprenticeship programme in the state-led upper secondary
school in 2011, inspired by the low youth unemployment associated with the
apprenticeship model. Because of the disappointing results of this reform, a new
government partly rolled back the reform and strengthened the links between
VET and higher education. This example demonstrates the problems of direct
policy transfer and borrowing. When policies from abroad are brought into a
national configuration of trade-offs for VET, then multiple and unintended
consequences are likely to occur (Phillips, 2015). Consequently, the opportunities for policy learning from this comparison of the Nordic VET systems
are not found through the identification of ‘best practices’ or the transfer of
specific measures or institutions. It is in learning to identify the contradictory
relations between basic objectives for VET, related to the current configuration of trade-offs for policy. As these basic trade-offs are similar across the four
Nordic countries, comparisons can contribute to the awareness of the potential
unintended consequences of political interventions in VET. In a simple form,
this can encourage considerations of not only the benefits, but also the potential costs of reforms, although these can be difficult to assess. Awareness of the
trade-offs can also be an invitation to consider innovative solutions that try
to circumvent or go beyond the trade-offs. One way to do this is to look for
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hybridisations that combine positive features from different VET systems, in
order to get at least some of the best from all of them.

Hybridisations of VET: a way to manage the trade-offs?
The comparison of the VET systems of Sweden and Denmark demonstrated
the weaknesses of these in relation to equality and inclusion, respectively. An
obvious opportunity to manage the trade-off between equality and inclusion
is to diversify the programmes in upper secondary education. To get the best
from different worlds by combining the qualities of apprenticeships with the
qualities of the unified upper secondary school. The Norwegian and Finnish
VET systems represent mixed models that combine qualities from the two
other VET systems. A relevant question is what can be learned from the way
the trade-offs for VET are managed in these two countries.
Norway’s VET system is the only Nordic system included in a book that
claims to examine the six best VET systems in the world (Hoffman, 2011).
Among the advantages of the Norwegian VET system, Hoffman emphasises
the combination of opportunities for career exploration in the first year, with
the apprenticeship programme in the last two years. In addition, she highlights the strong support for early school leavers and young people dropping
out of upper secondary education. The question is how the Norwegian VET
system manages to combine social inclusion with social equality and the other
policy trade-offs. Compared to the Danish VET system, VET in Norway postpones the separation and specialisation until the end of the second year. After
the first two years, students in the vocational programmes have the opportunity
to gain eligibility for higher education by switching to a general programme.
This option for vertical transfer reduces the negative ‘dead end’ effect of early
tracking found in the Danish system. This quality is combined with apprenticeships that provide direct and smooth transition to employment for students after completing a VET programme. The ‘in-depth project’ in the first
two years provides experiences with working life, which creates varied forms
of learning. Similar to the hybrid Danish programme, it offers the YSK programme that combines apprenticeship with preparation for higher education.
The system also allows for flexible organisation of the programmes, such as
1+3 years, work-based and individualised programmes. These options make it
more inclusive. Students who are unable to obtain an apprenticeship contract
can complete VET in a school-based course. While the system gives priority
to young people, it also offers dropouts and adults a second chance to gain a
certificate (‘praksisbrev’) based on their informal work-based learning. Although
the system has become more state-led after the reform in 1994, it demonstrates
strong employer involvement at all levels. In particular, the local training agencies (LTA) are a unique institution, where employers coordinate their interests locally in collective skill formation by monitoring the quality of training
in companies. Compared to the other countries, the Norwegian VET system
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places a stronger emphasis on combining preparation for higher education
with preparation for skilled employment. This is because of stronger employer
involvement compared to the Swedish and Finnish systems. However, the Norwegian system is marked by some of the weaknesses of the Danish apprenticeship system, namely high drop-out rates, mismatch problems between supply
and demand for apprenticeships, weak coordination between students’ learning
in schools and workplaces, and signs of declining esteem and enrolment levels
(see Chapters 2 and 3). This is especially evident in occupations where the
labour market conditions have deteriorated, such as in the construction sector
due to the influx of migrant labour (see Chapter 7).
Finland also has a hybrid VET system, which has features of the comprehensive school, but has separate institutions for the general and vocational programmes. The two tracks have quite equal esteem (Cedefop, 2017), students
in VET can select subjects from the general programme, and the permeability
between the two tracks appears to be high. The Finnish VET system is interesting, because it has maintained high levels of enrolment and high esteem. One
explanation for this success is that all vocational students gain eligibility for
higher education. The reform of the universities of applied science (UAS) has
transformed them into a recognised and popular destination for VET students.
The connection between VET and higher education is stronger in Finland
than in Sweden, where only a minority of the students in the vocational programmes acquire eligibility for higher education. The Finnish case demonstrates that the creation of clear pathways to higher vocational educations with
high quality can be a means to increase the esteem of VET. However, a similar measure in Denmark in 2009, namely the establishment of the Vocational
Academies, did not succeed in attracting graduates from the VET system. This
can be explained by differences in the links between VET and the employment
system in the two countries. In Denmark, the VET students are well-integrated
into the labour market when they complete their apprenticeship, and they have
few incentives to continue studying. In addition, a strong system of non-tertiary
further education (CVET) in Denmark provides an alternative to higher education ( Jørgensen, 2013b). In Finland, the VET students have difficulties gaining access to employment after completion, and this is one reason why many
VET students progress to the UASs. In Finland, all the VET programmes have
introduced at least six months of work-based training in order to improve the
links to the labour market, which has raised the attractiveness of VET. However,
there are clear indications that the well-known weakness of the mainly schoolbased Finnish VET system prevails. When they complete a VET programme
in Finland, it is more difficult for students to gain access to employment than
in the apprenticeship systems of Norway and Denmark (Virolainen and Stenström, 2014). Besides the reform of the UASs, some additional explanations for
the increasing enrolment rates in VET in Finland have been suggested. The
system for admission to the general programmes of upper secondary education leading to the matriculation exam is restrictive. In addition, admission
to the science universities is highly competitive and includes entrance exams,
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and therefore the VET route to the UAS appears to be more promising. Finland demonstrates the limitations of the successful policies for achieving parity
of esteem between general and vocational upper secondary education. While
this reduces the social selection in the upper secondary school, it postpones
selection to a later stage in the students’ educational career. When all students
are expected to acquire eligibility for higher education, the competition for
admission tends to become more intense. Lastly, the workfare requirements
and the reduction in social benefits have been tougher in Finland compared
to the other Nordic countries (Kananen, 2014). The Finnish VET system has
succeeded in maintaining high enrolment levels and direct progression routes
to higher education, but it has not succeeded in creating smooth transitions to
employment. This confirms that these two qualities of VET constitute a general trade-off for policy.
In addition to the hybridisation of VET systems, Chapter 5 examines the
development of hybrid programmes that provide a journeyman’s certificate as
well as eligibility for higher education. These programmes represent an important step towards abolishing the divide between general and vocational education. The programmes demonstrate that some of the trade-offs that appear at
the central level of policy-making can be managed at the local level of teaching
and learning. The apparent antagonism between giving priority to academic
or to vocational subjects can be resolved through cross-disciplinary teaching
that integrates vocational and academic knowledge in projects ( Jørgensen,
2013a). However, the effects of the hybrid programmes on social equality
remains ambiguous. They offer a more ‘practical’ route to higher education,
but they can also contribute to stronger stratification of VET, where the ordinary programmes are positioned at the bottom, as was the result in the Danish
VET system after the introduction of the vocational gymnasiums (Holm et al.,
2013). Another type of innovative institution is the new mediating institutions
between education and work in Norway and Sweden, which organise collective employer interests in training at local level. Although the role of these institutions in the VET systems are limited, they demonstrate that new institutions
for collective skill formation can develop in a period dominated by neo-liberal
policies. They can be seen as examples of decentralised corporatism taking
over some of the functions of the centralised form of corporatism, which has
become weakened (Campbell and Pedersen, 2007).

The future of VET in the Nordic countries
The examination of the Nordic VET systems in this chapter has demonstrated
the strengths and weaknesses of these systems in relation to key challenges and
trade-offs for policy. It has demonstrated the continued divergence of these
VET systems, but also examples of convergence of policies, as well as of VET
systems. A relevant question is: how VET in the Nordic countries will develop
in the future and what options exist for managing the challenges and trade-offs
examined earlier? In each of the countries, the neo-liberal ideas of educational
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governance have affected the VET systems with initiatives towards decentralisation, deregulation and increased individual choices. It is remarkable that initiatives for marketisation are most radically pursued in Sweden, which previously
figured as a model of the Nordic statist, comprehensive school. A common
long-term trend in every country is the increasing role of the state in VET, with
the aim of having all young people complete upper secondary education. Over
the last decade, policies in the four countries have placed increasing emphasis on employability, retention and completion. This has included a change in
political priorities, from enhancing equality in access to higher education, to
the inclusion in education of all young people.
Our studies indicate that VET is required to simultaneously provide direct
access to higher education, as well as direct access to the skilled labour market, and to also respond to a variety of other contradictory requirements. This
involves managing trade-offs and dilemmas, which represents a challenge to
the established way of using comparisons in policy-making. The dominant
approach to comparisons is driven by the search for ‘best practices’ through
rankings and ratings based on the statistical measurement of the performance
and outcomes of different VET systems, such as drop-out rates, completion
rates or employment rates. In this way, developing VET for the future becomes
concerned with technical measurements of performance indicators in order
to identify the best models and practices to emulate. However, managing the
complex configuration of trade-offs analysed above requires a more holistic
approach to the development of the national VET systems. The studies in this
book are mainly explorative and do not allow us to analyse in detail the consequences of the different options for VET policy. However, we find it useful to
sketch some alternative future scenarios for the Nordic VET systems based on
the development of these systems and the recent trends in policy.
Convergence and hybridisation

In recent decades, a number of political initiatives have made the Nordic VET
systems converge in some areas. They have all differentiated their programmes
and adopted features that make them all appear as a more hybrid system. Finland has introduced work-based learning in all the VET programmes and taken
other initiatives to strengthen the links between VET and the employment
system. After years of pilot projects, a Swedish apprenticeship programme was
launched in 2011, inspired by the Danish VET system and other dual systems in
Europe. Initially, the success was limited, but it is expanding steadily to include
9% of the VET students in 2015/16 (Skolverket, 2016). In addition, the significance of work-based learning and internships are emphasised in all VET
programmes. The Danish VET system, based on apprenticeships, introduced a
hybrid programme in 2011 that simultaneously provides admission to higher
education and a journeyman’s certificate. This model is the standard for all
students in the business programmes, where the first two years are full-time
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school-based, not unlike the Swedish and Norwegian VET systems. Since
1994, the Norwegian VET system has been a hybrid system that combines the
comprehensive school system with apprenticeships. It also offers eligibility for
higher education in the YSK-programmes and in a supplementary year. These
initiatives can be seen as a recognition in all countries that VET must forge
close links to the labour market and provide access to higher education at the
same time. Generally, however, these two qualities are rarely provided in an
integrated form, but in different programmes. This development can be interpreted as a convergence towards a common model, not unlike the current Norwegian system. The success of the Norwegian reform in 1994 was facilitated by
generous state funding and the spread of local institutions (LTA) to coordinate
employer interests in training. If the Swedish and Finnish VET system should
follow this example, the employers in these countries must be engaged in some
form of apprenticeships on a broader scale.
Expansion of work-based learning in VET

The long-term trend of extending school-based learning in VET has been
replaced by reforms in all four countries to expand work-based learning and
to increase employers’ engagement in VET. Our two case studies in Chapters 6
and 7 demonstrate the significance of work-based learning. The post-secondary
apprenticeship programme in the construction sector in Sweden is a strong
indication of the importance of specific vocational skills for employment. In the
health sector in Norway, employers prefer adults with many years of practical
work experience, rather than newly educated young people from the VET system (see Chapter 6). This turn in policy towards work-based learning requires
a revision of two earlier beliefs. One is that broad and general qualifications
acquired through school-based learning are the best way to prepare young
people for the future labour market. The other is that work-based learning
in VET only offers specific and narrow skills. Although it is a major problem to provide high-quality instruction and training in the workplace, learning at work has significant potentials. In the modern workplace, students can
learn problem-solving in practice, situated professional judgement and social
norms for interacting with colleagues and customers (Billett, 2011). Moreover,
they can develop a vocational identity, a sense of belonging to an occupation
and a personal network. However, it is a major challenge to gain access to
the required number of high-quality training placements. This requires strong
institutions to promote employers’ engagement in collective skill formation
(Busemeyer and Trampusch, 2012). The successful Norwegian expansion of
apprenticeships since the reform in 1994 indicates that this is a long-term process that is difficult to extend beyond the traditional craft and industries sectors.
The local training agencies in Norway and the Swedish Vocational Colleges
are encouraging examples of new institutions to manage employers’ collective
action problems in training and to expand VET based on work-based learning.
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Continued academic drift

The enrolment numbers in VET in Finland have increased slightly, but in the
three other countries, VET has lost ground to general education among young
people. This follows a general international pattern of ‘academic drift’ of the
students’ educational choices. The patterns in Norway and Denmark are more
complex, however, as the enrolment of young adults partly compensates for
the decline in the number of youths enrolling. In Sweden, enrolment levels
decreased significantly after the reform in 2011, which limited access to higher
education (Skolverket, 2016). The academic drift is caused by many different
factors and might be reversed by rising unemployment among graduates of
higher education. When enrolment in VET falls below a certain threshold, it
can generate self-reinforcing effects, as described earlier for the Danish VET
system. In the construction sector (Chapter 7), this process is driven by the
substitution of native skilled labour and apprentices with migrant labour from
Eastern European countries, which leads to lower wages, deteriorating working conditions and a lower status for skilled work – and lower attractiveness
of VET. There is a risk that VET will develop into a low-status reservoir for
low-attaining students and as a social policy measure. However, in industries
where occupational work can be shielded by social closure and employment
protection, VET can maintain a privileged status in a dualised labour market.
Tertiarisation of VET

Another possible consequence of continued academic drift is an increased tertiarisation of VET. Drivers for tertiarisation are that employers prefer students
who have attained eligibility for higher education when hiring for apprenticeships. A growing number of students completing general upper secondary
education take up apprenticeships in Denmark. In Sweden, apprenticeships are
already a post-secondary education, though it is not recognised as part of the
formal education system. A driver for the tertiarisation of VET is the rising skill
requirements of increasingly knowledge-intensive production. An expansion
of post-secondary VET recruiting graduates from the academic track of the
gymnasium can compensate for the decline of upper secondary VET. In the
Nordic countries, we have found no parallels to the dual study programmes that
combine upper secondary VET with higher education degrees in countries
with dual systems of VET (Graf, 2013). But in Norway and Denmark, special
VET programmes link VET directly with post-secondary and higher education. In all four countries, the institutions for post-secondary VET are increasingly attracting political interests, because they help to link VET with further
and higher education, and they provide favourable opportunities for employment. While tertiarisation is generally associated with academisation of VET,
an alternative development path that raises the prestige of VET is the revival
of craftsmanship based on an expansion and refinement of craft-based skills
found in some occupations, like chefs, food processing, tailors, cabinetmakers
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and house builders. However, this option for upgrading VET depends on the
opportunities for high-quality, diversified production strategies, which might
only be viable in selected industries.
Diversification and disintegration

The multiplication of contradictory aims for VET points in the direction of a
continued diversification of VET, so that different programmes focus on different target groups and outcomes. This diversification represents a reversal
of the strategy for standardisation and system formation that took place from
the 1960s to the 1990s. The diversification emerged as the result of the initiatives for deregulation, flexibilisation, decentralisation and the extension of
individual choice observable in all four Nordic VET systems. This is probably
most manifest in Sweden, where the decentralisation and marketisation of VET
has augmented the differences between the vocational schools. In addition, the
Swedish VET system now comprises an apprenticeship programme and an
expanding introduction programme aiming at refugee youth. The Norwegian
and the Danish VET systems have established short VET programmes aimed
at weak learners, and hybrid programmes aimed at ambitious learners. In the
Finnish system, the module structure offers considerable scope for individual
choice and tailoring of the programmes. This diversification and individualisation of the VET programmes weakens the occupational standards, which has
potential consequences for the opportunities for developing strong vocational
identities and communities. If the sectoral and local diversity increases and the
common standards for VET are diluted, the very notion of a ‘VET system’
can be misleading. Under conditions of strong competition in the educational
marketplace, this is likely to imply increased stratification of VET and rising
inequality (Busemeyer, 2015). A likely additional consequence of continued
deregulation is the growth of internal training schemes for firm-specific skills
in large firms and an expansion of their internal labour markets.
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