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Transitions from vocational education to the labour market in the Nordic countries

Christian Helms Jgrgensen and Anna Hagen Tgnder

Introduction

The point of departure for this paper is that all the VET systems in all the Nordic countries face a double
challenge. They are required to offer double qualifications, which give access not only to skilled
employment, but also to higher education. Ideally, these qualifications should be provided not just as
double qualifications, but in an integrated form as hybrid qualifications (Deissinger, Aff, Fuller, & Jgrgensen,
2013). This challenge has been handled in quite different ways in the Nordic countries. In Sweden and
Finland, it has been a priority to give all young people an opportunity to get access to higher education in
an integrated full time school based upper secondary education, while giving little priority to work based
learning of vocational skills. Denmark and Norway have maintained apprenticeship systems that give
smooth access to employment for those who obtain a training placement and complete apprenticeship.
This paper will explore how the VET-system in four Nordic countries connect to the labour market, and how
they provide access to employment for the students as part of the Nordic project ‘learning from VET in the
Nordic countries’ http://nord-vet.dk/ . Where no other reference is made, this paper draws on the country
reports from Denmark (Jgrgensen, 2014), Sweden (Thungvist & Hallgvist, 2014), Finland (Stenstrém &
Virolainen, 2014) and Norway (Olsen, Hgst, & Tgnder, 2014).

Theoretical approach

The paper draw on historical institutionalism (Thelen 2004) to explain the drivers of the evolution of the
Nordic VET-systems. The examination of the historical changes in the connections between VET and the
labour market draws sociology of education {Archer 1979; Miiller et al. 1989; Green 1990). This approach
conceptualises the development of VET as a process of systematisation, where a diverse landscape of
practical and work-related training activities was rationalised and standardised to develop a coherent
system of VET. This process involved a gradual differentiation of VET from working life and the integration
of VET into a coherent state education system.

For the examination of the current connections of VET to the labour market, we draw on the concept of
‘transition system’ (Raffe 2008) to explore the critical thresholds and points of selection in young peoples’
school to work transitions through VET. We will use this to compare the relative strengths and weaknesses
of the Nordic VET-systems and to examine their selectivity regarding social and ethnic origin and gender.

Differentiation of VET and working life

The systems of initial VET in the Nordic countries have two different roots in the late 19*" century: the first
is institutionalised forms of work-based training for young people entering the labour market, most often in
the form of apprenticeship systems. The second is school-based training for young people, who after
leaving compulsory school were not prepared to enter the labour market, or who could not get access to
employment. While the first was mostly organised by the employers organisations with the aim of
providing skilled labour, the second was most often organised by the municipalities learning with the aim of
social integration and socialisation of the emerging generations. The relative strength and position of these
different types of VET in the first half of the 20" century strongly influenced the development of VET in the
post-war period.



In the period after 1945, this was not least the result of the Socialdemocratic governments’ persistent
policies to build a unified and non-selective comprehensive school system (Wiborg 2009). However, this
process evolved differently in the Nordic countries, due among other things, to differences in the strengths
and position of the labour market organisations and the Socialdemocratic Party on apprenticeship and
work-based learning (Michelsen & Stenstrém 2017). As a result, the Nordic countries have developed
diverging systems of VET with different connections the labour market. The strengths of the connections to
the labour market are closely related to the connections of VET to general education and to higher
education, that is the vertical and horizontal integration of VET in the overall education system {Green
1990). Strong connections to the labour market through extensive work-based training seems to be
incompatible with strong link to higher education.

The apprenticeship model

During the latest decades, policy makers in all four Nordic countries have attempted to revive or strengthen
apprenticeship. While these attempts have made progress in Norway and Denmark, they not been very
successful in Finland or Sweden. This can be explained by the diverging historical trajectories of
apprenticeship in the four countries.

Historically learning a trade and becoming a journeyman was based exclusively on mimetic learning at work
(Billett 2014). All the Nordic countries had medieval forms of apprenticeship that was regulated
autonomously by the guilds. Training was an integrated part of the participation in work, and training
included socialisation and acculturation to the social and cultural practices of a specific occupation. This
changed in the second half of the 19'" century. After the introduction of free trade Acts around 1850, the
guilds lost their regulatory power over apprenticeship training, and with industrialisation, the demand for
craftsmen declined. Furthermore, following the growth of public education systems in the 20'" century,
vocational training either came under state control or became marginalised as a distinctive matter for the
employers alone or the labour market organisations in coliaboration (Thelen 2004; Green 1990).

VET systems based on the apprenticeship model and occupational labour markets are generally noted for
bringing low levels of youth unemployment. This is taken as an indication of the ability of this regime to
provide a smooth transition to work. Three mechanisms can explain this success. One is the gradual
socialisation to work life that takes place as an integral part of training in the workplace (Jgrgensen, 2013).
The workplace training provides occupational skills that are applicable not just in the training company but
generally in an occupational labour market. Another mechanism behind the smooth transition is the
transparency of the system that is linked to the institution of the vocation. The choice of a vocational
programme is known by young people to give access to a specific type of occupation that is often
recognized as a valuable alternative to higher education. The occupation has the role of a ‘sign post’,
guiding young people’s transition to the labour market (Heinz, 2002). Thirdly, the close involvement of the
labour market organisations in the governance of the VET system secures a high degree of legitimacy and
recognition of the certification of VET (Streeck, 1992).

The next section will briefly look at the students’ transition to employment in the four countries.

School to work transitions in four Nordic countries

Denmark

While the Danish compulsory school system is non-selective and comprehensive similar to the other Nordic
countries, upper secondary education is divided in two tracks: general education and vocational education
and training (VET). The division between the two tracks is quite profound, with different social recruitment,



learning cultures, legal framework and forms of governance. Denmark has the most ‘classic’ form of
apprenticeship that is in many ways similar to the German dual system.

The decisive threshold in the Danish transition system is in the first year, where students shift from school-
based learning to work-based training in apprenticeship. When leaving compulsory school young people at
the age of 16 have to choose between acquiring eligibility for higher education or enrol in a modernised
form of apprenticeship. If they choose VET, they have to choose between over 100 different occupations
during the first year, which many students find very challenging. In 2015 the vocational schools introduced
admission requirements for grade point averages from compulsory school to exclude enrolment of ‘weak
students’. During the first year, they have to find training placement in a company, which can be very
difficult as there is a shortage of training placements. In addition, most VET programmes are gender
segregated, and it is difficult for ethnic and gender minorities to get access to a training placement. They
can apply for a training placement in school-based training. If the students acquire a training contract and
complete the 3-4- year programme, they have easy access to employment. Around half the technical
apprentices continue in regular employment in the firm where they were trained after completion. The
training placements and the socialization to work life that is built into the dual system provide the students
with a broad range of social and specific skills that gives access to a well-defined occupational labour
market. The mobility of journeymen is very high, which is an indication of the high legitimacy of the
journeyman’s certificate. Unemployment for young people completing an apprenticeship is lower than
unemployment for any other occupational group and youth unemployment in Denmark is among the
lowest in Europe (Segendorf 2013).

Sweden

Upper secondary education in Sweden represents a state-led, comprehensive system where VET is highly
integrated with general upper secondary school (Gymnasieskolan). After the reform in 1991, it was
extended to include a third, mainly theoretical year, providing access to higher education. It has 17 national
programmes of 3-years duration - 14 of these are vocational programs. The initial VET programs are
typically at least 85 per cent school based, and are only preparatory for employment, but does provide a
journeyman’s certificate. Apprenticeship training plays a marginal role in the largely school based VET
system. In some occupations, like construction, the employers have established an independent
apprenticeship programme (1,5-2,5 years) that must be completed after the ‘Gymnasieskolan’ to gain
access to a journeyman’s certificate. The formal framework for co-operation between VET providers and
the labour market partners is weak. Employers tend to see themselves as outsider, served by the education
sector, more than as partners or stakeholders shaping the VET system. In 2011, Sweden undertook a major
reform of upper secondary education, aiming to strengthen the vocational content and reintroduce
apprenticeships. The reform was part of a broader turn of policy towards the world of work. However, the
apprenticeship track has not expanded as expected by the initiators of the reform, in the first years because
it did not provide eligibility for higher education.

Since the 1990s school to work transitions in Sweden resemble international trends observed in many
other western countries. extension of the years spent in education, increased segmentation of labour
markets as well as high youth unemployment tend to prolong young people’s journey to permanent
employment. The average age of establishment in the labour market increased from 21 years in the early
1990s to 28 years in 2006. In a Nordic and a European perspective, youth unemployment in Sweden is high.
Sweden also has one of EU’s highest shares of young people (aged 15-24 years) in temporary employment.



Norway

The main model for VET programmes is the so-called 2+2 model, with two years of school based education,
followed by two years of apprenticeship training in a workplace. Students who do not acquire an
apprenticeship are offered an alternative school based training. Vocational programmes generally do not
provide access to higher education. However, students in vocational programmes have the opportunity to
choose a third supplementary school based year, qualifying for higher education. It is also possible to
complete the supplementary year after completing an apprenticeship and graduating from the VET system.
The distribution of students between general and vocational programmes has been about 50-50 since the
1990s. However, only about one third of the students starting in VET complete the programme and obtain
a trade or journeyman'’s certificate within 5 years. About one third change to a general programme along
the way, and another third either drop out or fail the examinations.

After the reform of upper secondary education in 1994, the Norwegian model can be characterized as a
hybrid model, combining elements from a comprehensive state-led model (like Sweden) and a collective
skill formation model (like Denmark). One element from the state-bases regime is that initial VET is deeply
integrated in the national education system. School-based education and apprenticeship training are both
regulated by national curricula. Formal decision-making powers on issues regarding the content and
structure of the programmes rest with the national education authorities. However, the labour market
organisations are involved through an infrastructure of tripartite bodies with advisory functions at the
national and regional levels.

Similar to other apprenticeship systems, the transition to employment from VET is smooth. Register and
survey data show that the proportion of students with vocational education who enter employment is high,
in both the short and the long term. Two thirds of the apprentices continue to work in the firm where they
were trained. However, there are large variations between different vocational programmes. The most
stable connection to the labour market is found among VET graduates within electricity and electronics,
and weakest among those with a vocational training aimed at the service sector.

Finland

Like Sweden, Finnish VET represents a mainly school-based system of state- led vocational education.
Upper secondary education is divided in general and vocational education and training, provided in
separate institutions. Both offer three years of education. General programs provide general eligibility for
higher education, but do not qualify for any occupation. Vocational programs provide vocational
qualifications, which provides general eligibility for polytechnic and university studies. Accordingly,
vocational qualifications in Finland provide access to both the labour market and higher education.
Vocational education and training is intended both for young people and for adults already active in
working life. Employers have not been obliged to take a major responsibility for initial training of
newcomers to their field of industry, but have left training to the state and the municipalities. There is no
established tradition among employers for providing apprenticeship training as initial training, and
apprenticeship has mainly been aiming at adults. In the early 1990s apprenticeship training has been
promoted as an alternative for young people, but it did not have the expected success. In 2014
apprenticeship was presented as part of a ‘youth guarantee’ aiming at youth without any upper secondary
qualifications. It remains to be seen whether the shift suggested by educational policy is welcomed by
employers.

As VET is mainly school-based, the transition to employment in Finland has been difficult and youth
unemployment rates are higher than in countries with apprenticeship systems. The unemployment rates
were highest among VET graduates, at 14 per cent. A study in 2012 indicated that 68 per cent of the



students who started in VET in 2004 and gradated by 2009 were employed. However, there are big
differences between different fields of study.

Conclusion

Comparative studies of the Nordic VET-systems show that dual systems with extensive work-based learning
make the school to work transition smoother. Transition from education is most direct in Denmark and
Norway. Apparently, this follows the extent of the apprenticeship component in vocational education in
each country. However, it is important to note that the apprenticeship system in Denmark relies on a
specific institutional arrangement in the labour market. Compared to the school based Nordic VET systems,
the transition to employment is quite fast and efficient in the Danish and Norwegian VET system. But the
transition through the apprenticeship systems is difficult. The institutional architecture of transition
systems of different countries locate the risks of not completing at different points in the transition
process. In the Danish dual system, the highest risks are located inside the programme, especially in the
transition from the first school based course to the work based training. This contrasts with the school
based systems of Sweden and Finland, where the greatest risks are located after completion, in the
transition from education to the labour market.

The analyses in the paper are based on preliminary results from an ongoing Nordic project ‘learning from
VET in the Nordic countries’ http://nord-vet.dk/
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